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The strategic presence of the United States in Southeast Asia 
takes two forms, both of which are interrelated: the relationship 
is institutionalized through the Pacific Command in Honolulu 
and then formalized through various hubs-and-spokes agree-
ments with member states of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN).

The annual Cobra Gold military exercises with Thailand; the 
Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) with the Philippines; and the 
right of passage through the Straits of Malacca with the mutual 
consent of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, all manifest the 
extent to which the United States remains engaged in the region. 
This has had some analysts referring to the United States as a 
classic offshore balancer: it guarantees the security of the region, 
and in turn, ensures that its best interests are protected.

With the advent of peace comes prosperity and dynamism gen-
erated through trade. Southeast Asia now boasts a collective 
gross domestic product (GDP) of nearly $800 billion as of the 
end of 2007. Over the last 10 years, the region has hosted nearly 
$90 billion in U.S. foreign direct investment (FDI). It is also the 
third-largest overseas market for U.S. exports, and U.S.-ASEAN 
trade now verges on $140 billion.

If the United States wants to maintain the momentum and trajec-
tory of its policy in Southeast Asia, it cannot view things through 
the prism of the Southeast Asia of the past. In other words, mere 
military and other assistance are not enough to allow the United 
States to maintain its presence in region.

Within Southeast Asia, the intraregional trade still hovers at 25 
percent. But the intraregional trade of East Asia is now verging 
on 55 percent, if one were to include Hong Kong and Taiwan. 
In other words, East Asia is becoming more economically viable 
than ever on its own. Intraregional trade among China, Japan, 
and South Korea can dominate close to 80 percent of the volume 
of trade in East Asia. The specter of the United States “missing 
out” on East Asian growth is therefore real.

CSIS SoutheASt ASIA InItIAtIve

The CSIS Southeast Asia Initiative is a project of the 
International Security Program, Asia Group. CSIS 
launched the initiative in January 2008 to provide a 
venue for greater focus, examination, and analysis of 
Southeast Asian affairs within Washington’s policy 
community. The initiative will include regular round-
tables, conferences, studies, and forums to spotlight 
developments in the region. CSIS will also seek to 
partner with other interested organizations and indi-
viduals within and outside Washington to maximize 
the flow of information, analysis, and outreach on 
Southeast Asian affairs in the United States.

An important component of the initiative will be the 
monthly Southeast Asia Bulletin, which will provide 
a timely overview of key developments, events, and 
facts about the region, and offer a forum for short 
essays by official and unofficial commentators on 
regional affairs. 

Derek Mitchell, director, Southeast Asia Initiative, 
and Brian Harding, research associate, welcome your 
feedback on the Southeast Asia Bulletin at dmitch-
ell@csis.org and bharding@csis.org respectively.
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SoutheASt ASIA eventS At CSIS

On December 6, 2007, CSIS hosted His Excellency 
Surin Pitsuwan, who began his five-year tenure as 
secretary-general of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) on January 1. Dr. Surin 
gave a speech entitled “The Future Direction of 
ASEAN and Southeast Asia: Implications for U.S. 
Engagement in the Region.” The transcript can be 
found at http://www.csis.org/statesmensforum/. 

On January 15, 2008, CSIS hosted a luncheon with 
Singapore defense minister Teo Chee Hean, who 
delivered a speech entitled “Asia’s Evolving Secu-
rity Architecture and the Role of the United States.” 
The transcript of the speech can be found at www.
csis.org/images/stories/isp/080124_speech_teo.pdf.



There are certain indicators to show that the United States 
is aware of the risk of being sidelined in a region that it has 
patiently cultivated, and at one stage, even defended during 
the Cold War. Thus, the United States has in recent years 
taken several key initiatives:

▪  The ASEAN-U.S. Joint Declaration for Cooperation to 
Combat International Terrorism, signed in Bandar Seri Be-
gawan in 2002 to develop joint activities;

▪  The joint vision statement on the ASEAN-U.S. Enhanced 
Partnership (2005);

▪  A Plan of Action to implement the ASEAN-U.S. En-
hanced Partnership;

▪  A pledge of further support to the Vientiane Action Plan 
to create an ASEAN Community by 2010, to Bali Con-
cord II to create a three-pillared community by 2015, and 
to ASEAN 2020; and 

▪  The September 2007 U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) award to Nathan Associates of an indefi-
nite quantity contract with a ceiling price of $150 million to 
support ASEAN-U.S. Enhanced Partnership activities.

The latter—the ASEAN Development Vision to Ad-
vance National Cooperation and Economic Integration 
(ADVANCE)—will allow USAID missions to support the 
ASEAN secretariat and work with and through ASEAN 
member country governments, civil society, and the pri-
vate sector to achieve results consistent with the goals of 
the Enhanced Partnership.

But, it must be noted, that none of the above initiatives are 
a result of strong presidential leadership. It is fair to say that 
U.S. interest in ASEAN emerged in President Bush’s first 
term; the Enterprise for ASEAN Initiative (EAI) and the 
ASEAN Cooperation Plan (ACP) were announced in 2002, 
but they were declared after President Bush had met with the 
leaders of ASEAN at the Asian-Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion (APEC) meeting in Los Cabos, Mexico, on October 26, 
2002. ASEAN is in a sense an afterthought of APEC.

Over the last 30 years of U.S.-ASEAN relations, there has 
been no U.S.-ASEAN summit. In contrast, China, Japan, 
and Korea have played an active part in initiating various 
meetings with ASEAN through ASEAN Plus-Three mod-
ules. It was only through the joint vision statement on the 
ASEAN-U.S. Enhanced Partnership that the United States 
and ASEAN spoke of the need to have a U.S.-ASEAN 
summit.
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SoutheASt ASIA MISCellAneouS FACtS

▪  ASEAN held 755 meetings in 2007, ranging from 
summits and ministerial meetings to working groups on 
the cosmetic industry and bioinformatics.

▪  Indonesia’s landmass is three times larger than Texas; 
Thailand is slightly larger than California; Cambodia 
is the size of Missouri; Singapore is approximately the 
size of New York City.

▪  ASEAN adopted a theme song—“Hand in Hand” by 
Gail Tan—at the 12th ASEAN Summit in Cebu, Philip-
pines, in May 2007. You can listen to it and view the lyrics 
at the official site here: http://www.12thaseansummit.
org.ph/multimedia_ASEANThemeSong.asp.

▪  According to Freedom House’s 2007 Freedom in the 
World survey, Indonesia is the only Southeast Asian 
country that is listed as “free.” The ratings are deter-
mined by a checklist of 25 questions, 10 addressing po-
litical rights and 15 addressing civil liberties.

▪  Approximately 100 endangered tigers live in the wild 
along Vietnam’s borders with Laos and Cambodia. The 
Hanoi Zoo was recently implicated in participating in 
a tiger trafficking ring after several tigers were found 
in an illegal animal trafficker’s car. Zoo officials later 
admitted to trafficking in tigers. 

In other words, U.S. action in Southeast Asia can some-
times be qualified as too little too late. This was the case 
with the Asian financial crisis when the U.S. refused to 
lend help and allowed Japan to form an Asian Monetary 
Fund (AMF) to stabilize the region.

But the United States is indeed held in great regard, a result 
of its humanitarian efforts in the wake of the Asian tsu-
nami in December 2005. If such a proactive attitude were 
more forthcoming, ASEAN could strengthen its presence 
and contributions to the region of Southeast Asia writ large 
once again.

Indeed, the Plan of Action to implement the ASEAN-U.S. 
Enhanced Partnership contains what is by far the most 
comprehensive plan to strengthen the bilateral relations be-
tween ASEAN and the United States. But in order for it to 
succeed according to the schedule that has been specified, 
stakeholders of the plan in the United States (i.e. USAID, 
or other such agencies) have to work closely with the ASE-
AN secretariat.

http://www.12thaseansummit.org.ph/multimedia_ASEANThemeSong.asp
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SoutheASt ASIA tIMelIne oF eventS 

Dec. 17, 2007: The U.S. House of Representatives 
unanimously nominates Burmese democracy leader 
Aung San Suu Kyi for the Congressional Gold Medal, 
the highest civilian honor from the United States.

Dec. 23, 2007: Thailand’s People’s Power Party (PPP) 
gains a plurality of seats in the Thai election, but not 
enough seats for an outright majority (see the “Major 
Developments” sidebar for more).

Dec. 26, 2007: Malaysia and Iran sign a $16-billion 
deal to develop two Iranian gas fields over 25 years.

Jan. 1, 2008: Former Thai foreign minister, Surin Pit-
suwan, begins five-year term as secretary-general of 
ASEAN.

Jan. 1, 2008: Vietnam begins two-year term as a non-
permanent member of the UN Security Council.

Jan. 4, 2008: Philippine police arrest two al Qaeda-
linked Abu Sayyaf militants, including one wanted 
for the 2001 kidnapping of 3 Americans and 17 other 
people from a resort island.

Jan. 7, 2008: Singapore and China sign a defense 
exchanges and security cooperation pact, the first de-
fense agreement between the two countries. It formal-
izes the existing relationship between the countries for 
visits, courses, seminars, and port calls.

Jan. 9, 2008: Sixteen Asian countries, representing 
more than half the world’s population, sign an energy 
pact in Cebu, Philippines. The agreement aims to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions and to develop alterna-
tive energy sources, although no concrete benchmarks 
were established.

Jan. 11–16, 2008: A series of explosions hit several 
locations in Burma, killing three people and injuring 
several others. Although the damage was minimal, 
the event marks the first time the new capital city of 
Naypyidaw has been targeted. The junta has blamed 
domestic insurgent groups, particularly the Karen Na-
tional Union (KNU), as well as “a major organization 
from abroad,” but no groups have claimed responsi-
bility for the attacks.

Jan. 14, 2008: Malaysia and the United States resume 
free-trade talks one year after negotiations stalled due 
to differences over Malaysia’s government procure-
ment policy. 

Jan. 15, 2008: India announces it will sign an agree-
ment with Burma in April to develop the “Kaladan” 
project, linking India’s northeast provinces to a port 
at Sittwe, the capital of the northern Burmese state 
of Arakan.

Jan. 17, 2008: During the visit of Chinese defense 
minister Cao Gangchuan to Jakarta, Indonesia, the 
two countries sign an agreement to work together on 
military training and military vehicle production. Oth-
er tangible deliverables are minimal, although the two 
sides publicly reaffirmed their strategic partnership.

Jan. 19, 2008: In the context of rising tensions be-
tween Malaysia’s majority Malay-Muslim and minor-
ity Indian populations in November/December 2007, 
Malaysia announces a plan to cut foreign work visas, 
notably for Indian workers, by roughly half. It sub-
sequently retracts the announcement almost immedi-
ately after public and diplomatic outcry from India. 

Jan. 27, 2008: Indonesia’s former president Suharto 
dies of multiple organ failure at age 86 after months 
of illness. Despite being responsible for gross human 
rights violations and fostering an endemic culture of 
corruption, President Yudhoyono presides over a 
state funeral in his honor. President Yudhoyono calls 
Suharto “one of Indonesia’s best sons” due to the rel-
ative prosperity he brought the country during most 
of his rule, and a large segment of the Indonesian 
population shows a remarkable degree of remorse 
over his passing.

January 30-31: FBI Director Robert S. Mueller III 
visits Vietnam and Cambodia. In Vietnam, Mueller 
meets with senior law enforcement officials to dis-
cuss ongoing areas of cooperation. In Cambodia he 
presides over the opening of the Embassy’s Legal 
Attaché office, which will cover both Cambodia and 
Vietnam. He also meets with Prime Minister Hun 
Sen while in Phnom Penh.

eventS to wAtCh For In FeBruArY

ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat, Singapore, 
February 19–20. 

Sixth ASEAN Regional Forum Intersessional Meet-
ing on Counter-Terrorism and Transnational Crime, 
Semarang, Indonesia, February 21–22.
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MAJOR REGIONAL DEVELOPMENTS
..............................................................
ASEAN Charter: On its 40th anniversary, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) moved closer to becoming 
a legal entity when its 10 member nations signed a new charter 
in Singapore on November 20 during the organization’s annual 
summit meeting. The charter outlines a plan for increased in-
tegration and structured cooperation. It also calls for the es-
tablishment of a human rights body, but it leaves this task to 
the ASEAN foreign ministers and provides no timeframe or 
guidance for this body. The document also falls well short of 
outlining specific benchmarks for integration or mechanisms 
to punish noncompliance with its tenets. On January 7, Singa-
pore became the first ASEAN nation to ratify the charter, with 
Thailand expected to follow suit in June. Secretary-General Dr. 
Surin Pitsuwan hopes that the other members will ratify the 
charter this year and has embarked on a tour of every mem-
ber country, urging them to do so. A particular challenge will 
be the Philippines, where President Arroyo has repeatedly in-
dicated that ratification will be difficult in her country unless 
Burma returns to the path of democracy and Aung San Suu Kyi 
is freed. http://www.aseansec.org/ASEAN-Charter.pdf 

Thailand Returns to Democracy: Parliamentary elections 
in Thailand on December 23, 2007, marked Thailand’s return 
to democracy after 16 months of military rule following the 
August 2006 bloodless coup against former prime minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra. The elections (including a second round 
in constituencies where first-round irregularities had occurred) 
delivered a plurality of seats—233 out of a total 480—to the 
pro-Thaksin People’s Power Party (PPP). The opposition Dem-
ocrat Party won 165 seats. The PPP succeeded in forming a 
coalition government with five other parties and now controls 
316 seats in the 480-seat lower house. The new parliament met 
for the first time on January 22 and selected PPP leader Samak 
Sundaravej as prime minister on January 28.

Philippines Peace Talks Stall: Despite breakthroughs late last 
year in ongoing peace negotiations between the Arroyo gov-
ernment and the Philippines’s largest Muslim rebel group, the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), prospects for a peace 
settlement appear to have faded as negotiations stalled through-
out December and January. The MILF claims that Manila has 
reneged on previously agreed upon points concerning ancestral 
domain and worry that the size of their promised territory in the 
southern province of Mindanao will be reduced. Further com-
plicating the situation is the Moro National Liberation Front’s 
(MNLF) claim that any agreement between the MILF and the 
central government will violate their own peace accord with 
Manila. Fighting has taken the lives of at least 100,000 people 
since 1971.
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U.S.-China Dialogue on Internal Develop-
ments in North Korea
http://www.csis.org/isp/dialoguenorthkorea/
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http://www.csis.org/isp/nucleardynamics/

The K-Factor: Korean-Americans Attitudes 
Toward and Impact on U.S.-Korea Policy
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csis_progj/task,view/id,1015/

Congressional Attitudes and the   
Future of the U.S.-ROK Alliance
http://www.csis.org/isp/rok/

Bridging Strategic Asia: The Rise of   
India in East Asia and the Implications  
for the U.S.-Japan Alliance
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