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Executive Summary

Southeast Asia is bordered on the north by China, on the east by the Pacific Ocean, on the south
by the Indian Ocean and on the west by the Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal, Bangladesh and
India. ! The region is a gateway between South Asia and larger Asia Pacific region (Myanmar
shares 271 kilometers with Bangladesh).?

Pakistan’s “Vision East Asia” policy was launched in 2003. The policy aimed at enhancing
economic ties and geopolitical integration with Southeast Asia. The policy was initiated during
General Musharraf’s era who had a wider vision and devised a strategy to look beyond South
Asia. It was a step towards trans-regionalism and had the Pakistan-ASEAN economic equation
developed, the next step would have been military ties with regional countries. With political
presence in Southeast Asia, Pakistan could have also institutionalized cooperative ties with
Australia and Japan. This would have strengthened Pakistan’s position in the region vis-a-vis
the political developments of Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) and the Indo-Pacific
construct.

Analysis

Pakistan is a Sectoral Dialogue Partner (SDP) of Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) since 1997. The eight areas identified for cooperation are trade, industry, investment,
environment, science and technology, drugs and narcotics, tourism and human resource
development.® Pakistan has proposed collaboration in three additional categories namely
information technology, agricultural research, transport and communication.* Pakistan has not
been able to make significant inroads in Southeast Asia. Besides, there has not been any
worthwhile progress on the economic side. The Pakistan-ASEAN bilateral trade stands at US$
6.3 billion (in comparison the India-ASEAN trade is US$ 200 billion).> The Pakistan-ASEAN
joint Free Trade Agreement (FTA) feasibility study was initiated in 2009. However, little
headway was made since then and it appears to have faded away.

ASEAN as a collective boasts the 5™ largest economy in the world. The ASEAN-China trade
is US$ 731.9 billion. Pakistan’s quest to attain Full Dialogue Partner (FDP) status with ASEAN
and membership of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) is essential to reap the economic
benefits of the region. Pakistan can learn from the successful industrialization of Singapore,
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Malaysia and Thailand. Besides, Pakistan’s access to ASEAN will widen the geopolitical
horizon.

To attain the FDP with ASEAN, it is mandatory to have consent of all the 10 member ASEAN
states.® Pakistan’s FDP status with ASEAN has been opposed by Singapore, Philippines and
Vietnam.” Dr. Nazim Latif, Joint Secretary Commerce Division, Ministry of Commerce and
Textile statement on Pakistan’s entry into ASEAN plus six (China, Japan, South Korea, India,
Australia, New Zealand), “Singapore under the influence of India while Philippines and
Vietnam due to Pakistan’s policies toward China are opposing and blocking Pakistan’s entry
to the ASEAN plus six.”

Pakistan’s political outlook in the wake of CPEC is an advertent shift towards geo-economics.
Pakistan will be a pivot to South, West and Central Asia connectivity. Thus, Pakistan’s foreign
policy has become trans-regional with more focus on economic integration. The corridor
between Kashgar and Gwadar will open up prospects of trading ties between the two regions.
However, the ASEAN countries relations with China, especially in view of conflicting claims
in South China Sea’ might make Pakistan a less attractive corridor for trade. The ASEAN
countries might see Pakistan from a Chinese lens. As mentioned by an Indonesian Jusuf
Wanandi: “China will always be seen as posing a threat to Southeast Asia, in view of its size
and past experiences in which China considered Southeast Asia as within her sphere of
influence.”'® The ASEAN-India economic engagement and security ties might also put
Pakistan in a disadvantaged position. In the words of Luhut Pandjaitan, Indonesia’s Minister
for Maritime Affairs, “India and Indonesia relations are important to the balance of power in
Asia.”!!

India’s FDP status with ASEAN, a Lesson for Pakistan

India’s relations with ASEAN have been central to the former’s ingress in the larger Asia
Pacific region. The India-ASEAN political interaction encompasses military ties along with
economic relations.!? In January 2018, leaders from ASEAN countries visited India to
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commemorate the 25 years of India-ASEAN ties. The ASEAN leaders attended the Republic
Day celebrations (January 26, 2018)."3

India’s political ties with Southeast Asia from attaining the SDP status (1992) to becoming the
FDP (1996) with ASEAN '* shows the institutional ingress in Southeast Asia.'> The India-
ASEAN FTA is in place since 2009, !¢ while the India-ASEAN Agreement on Trade in Services
and Investments was inked in 2015 7 and the trade volume stands to the tune of US$ 70
billion.'® India participates in Summit Level Meetings with ASEAN' and also has
representation in East Asian Summit platform (member countries 18).2° On the bilateral front,
India has trading ties with Southeast Asian economies. Singapore is one of the top sources of
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) to India.?! Indonesia provides 60 percent of India’s coal
imports.?? India and ASEAN relations, other than “economic and trade tracks,” have also
focused on building defence and security cooperation. The establishment of the ASEAN
Defence Ministers Meeting Plus forum of ten ASEAN and eight non-ASEAN countries,
including India is seen as an effort to establish open and inclusive security architecture for the
region.” The security of Sea Lines of Communications-SLOCs (Malacca, Sunda, Lombok) are
of interest to India,?* as India’s 55 percent of trade traverses through the Malacca strait; India
ships oil from Russian oilfields of Sakhalin (North Pacific Ocean) to Mangalore in Southern
India transiting from Singapore and Malacca (Southeast Asia).?* India funds the Tripartite
Technical Expert Group (TTEG); the group administers the strait of Malacca.?

India within the framework of ‘Look East Policy’ has not confined the engagement with
ASEAN states alone, rather it has extended the geographic focus to Northeast Asia and Oceania
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as well.?¢ The government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi has upgraded the diplomatic
interaction with Asia Pacific. The new term coined to describe India’s political interaction with
Asia Pacific is “Act East Policy”. The policy was announced during the India-ASEAN Summit
held in Myanmar capital, Nay Pyi Taw (November 2014). Upon announcing the Act East
policy, Prime Minister Modi said: “An era of economic development, industrialization and
trade has begun in India.” ¥’

Recommendations

e Pakistan’s inability to secure FDP status with ASEAN is an outcome of an inconsistent
approach. This inconsistency at the ASEAN front has deprived Pakistan of the economic
benefits. The change in governments should not impact the country’s national interest,
neither the political party in power should abruptly end the predecessor’s policies.

e The ASEAN member countries namely Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam have
benefited from the ASEAN-Pakistan Cooperation Fund in aiding their human resources
development, including offering scholarships and English language training. Similar
initiatives should be undertaken to strengthen people-to-people interaction with the entire
ASEAN region.

e The government in coordination with the education sector needs to facilitate the schools
and universities in reaching out to ASEAN countries academia. Students from Pakistan
through video conferencing and other joint study projects need to interact with their fellow
students in ASEAN countries.

e Cultural cooperation through media links and artists exchange programmes is needed to
enhance societal interaction.

e The Pakistani diaspora in ASEAN region should be engaged to promote Pakistan’s image.

e Pakistan may host ASEAN activities in Islamabad and maintain contacts at the highest
political level to make an ingress into the ASEAN’s decision making bodies.

e Pakistan should focus on bilateral trade with the ASEAN member states which may impact
the decisions of those states opposing Pakistan’s entry as FDP.

e The ASEAN countries should be approached to invest in the Special Economic Zones
(SEZs) being built under the CPEC framework. CPEC may be used for their exports to
ASEAN market.

e A close liaison between Pakistan and ASEAN on security, radicalization and terrorism is
recommended. The joint security forum will help Pakistan in projecting its image as a
moderate and diverse country in region. In this context, the Pakistan-ASEAN joint
declaration to Combat Terrorism signed in 2005 needs to be revamped.
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e Pakistan should engage the ASEAN countries in military domain. Bilateral training
facilities and joint exercises may be initiated. The maritime exercises between Pakistan and
Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore should be extended to include other ASEAN states.
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