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PREFACE

Ambassador K. Kesavapany, Director of the forty-year-old Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies in Singapore, where I am a Visiting Senior Research Fellow and
now head of the ASEAN Studies Centre, suggested that I write a book on the
ASEAN Regional Forum.

The ARF is the only region-wide forum that deals with political and
security issues in the Asia-Pacific. Inaugurated in mid-1994, the ARF initially
encompassed Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, Oceania, Papua New Guinea,
the United States, Canada, the European Union, and Russia. Since then, it
has expanded to include four countries in South Asia as well. Yet, no book
devoted exclusively to it had been published, although an enormous number
of book chapters, monographs, papers and articles had been written on it or
on certain aspects of it. The one exception I know of is the book by Takeshi
Yuzawa, Japan’s Security Policy and the ASEAN Regional Forum (London and
New York: Routledge, 2007), but, as the title suggests, it is specifically from
the viewpoint of Japan’s role in the ARF and in the context of its broad
security policy.

Many of these works offer penetrating insights into the nature, potential,
shortfalls and direction of the ARF. I do not intend to repeat or add to their
analyses, many of which are excellent and to which this book owes much.
What the book seeks to do is to establish certain facts about the ARF in some
detail, so as to help illuminate its true character and what it can and cannot
do, its potential and its limitations, as an institution and process sui generis in
the unique circumstances of the Asia-Pacific in the current phase of its
history. It does so on the ARF’s own terms and not in terms of the experience
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xii Preface

of other regional institutions and processes and without wishing that it were
something else. At the same time, it acknowledges that the ARF can evolve
and, to a certain extent and at a certain pace, has evolved and does evolve.

In the book, I review the environment in which the ARF was conceived
and initiated and the forces that led to it and shaped it. The original
participation in the ARF explains much of its nature and reflects and shapes
its purposes and limitations. Each step in the expansion of the forum is
examined for its implications and motivations. According to its original
Concept Paper, annexed here, the first stage in the ARF’s evolution is
confidence-building. The book takes a look at the ways that the forum seeks
to carry this out and whether they have succeeded. The next stage is “preventive
diplomacy”. The book discusses the questions of why the ARF is not able to
deal with inter-state disputes in preventive terms, much less with those within
nations, and why its future in “preventive diplomacy” may lie in cooperation
on non-traditional, non-military threats to the security of all. The book
details the increasing number of activities that take place between ministerial
meetings, activities that the media and the public generally ignore, and seeks
to evaluate their worth. One of the forum’s limitations in terms of activism
and implementation is its lack of adequate region-wide operative institutions.
The book examines why this is so, despite the progress that has been made in
setting up certain rudimentary ARF institutions. Finally, I attempt my own
assessment of the ARF, its achievements and shortfalls, in the light of the
limitations imposed by its composition and objectives, liberally citing the
evaluation of responsible bodies and thoughtful scholars.

I do not bring theoretical constructs to this book. What I do bring to it
are the experiences and insights that I gained as ARF SOM leader for the
Philippines from the forum’s beginnings to the end of 1997 and as ASEAN
Secretary-General from the first day of 1998 to the last day of 2002, and from
research and interviews thereafter.

In the writing of this book, I had much help from many people. Without
them, the book could not have been done. I thank them all. Ambassador
Kesavapany urged me to write the book and gave me frequent encouragement
to see it through. Many others gave generously of their time, their knowledge
and their insights in my interviews with them. I cite several of them in the
text or in the endnotes or in both. Unfortunately, space limitations have
prevented me from mentioning the others. The same holds true for those
whose works I have consulted. I thank them all. Special thanks go to the
anonymous referees for their very useful suggestions, most of which found
their way into the manuscript. Needless to say, I alone am responsible for the
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contents of the work, including its many shortcomings. I thank Triena Ong
and her crew at the Publications Unit of ISEAS for shepherding the book
through to the light of day. Finally, and not least, I thank my wife, Weng, for
the support, patience and tolerance that she offered during the many hours,
days, weeks and months that I devoted to working on this book.
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