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………………………

Excellencies,

Members of the Diplomatic Corps,

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Coming from the academic world myself, being present here today in front of many familiar faces of friends and colleagues and several other prominent participants from the academic circles from Thailand and other ACD countries gives me such an immense pleasure. It is refreshing my memory of the time when I was teaching and when I was the Dean of the Faculty of Law at Chulalongkorn University.

 Prime Minister Dr. Thaksin Shinawatra has asked me to welcome all of you to Thailand on his behalf and to wish all our ACD guests a very pleasant stay in Thailand.

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today when we mention the words Asian Community, the meaning and its picture may not yet be so clear in our mind. But these days, the word “community” alone is, indeed, gaining a lot more frequent references in international affairs: the European Community, the ASEAN community, the East Asian Community, etc. So why not the Asian Community: the community of nations of our continent: Asia. 

Let me share with you some of my thoughts on the realization and the future of this continent-wide community of Asia and its associated notion of Asian integration. 

In the attempt to cope with the impact of globalization, regional cooperation have intensified to increase the strength and competitiveness of countries within respective regions. The world has seen so far the establishment of regional level cooperation in the America with the Organization of American States (OAS), NAFTA and FTAA (the Free Trade Arrangements of the Americas), in Europe with the European Union (EU), in Africa with the African Union (AU) and in Australasia with the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). In Asia, we do not have the privilege of sharing the long experience in continent-wide cooperation as in the case of the 60-year-old OAS, the 50-year-old EU or the AU. 

For the past several years, particularly with the emergence of a new strategic landscape, Asia’s regional integration has intensified. The driving force behind the Asia-wide cooperation may not mirror that of other continents. Europe bases its integration on common economic interests and regional consciousness. American states share similar values and common belief systems. African countries enjoy geographical adjacency and share aspirations for peace and prosperity. In Asia, the economic crisis in 1997 gave impetus to Asia’s drive towards greater integration.  

Distinguished participants,

Today, Asian leaders have expressed their political resolve and commitment to forging continent-wide cooperation. Asia has the potentials to overcome crises and challenges. The wealth of resources and diversity in Asia, if utilized, will not only promote sustainable development to the region but also global prosperity. 

Asia as a region possesses the largest pool of human resources in the world, with a population of over 3 billion, which is over half of the world’s population. Furthermore, Asia possesses abundant wealth of natural resources for promoting sustained prosperity. Not only the reserve of energy, but all kinds of natural resources ranging from forestry to fishery as well as Asia’s richness of its diversified agricultural products. In terms of financial resources, Asia’s combined foreign reserves account for more than half of the total world reserves. But unfortunately, those reserves are invested in the major financial markets beyond Asia.

Asia also possesses the diversity of cultures, which no other region can match. Asia is not only home to all the major religions of the world today, but three of the world oldest civilizations have their origins in Asia, from the great Mesopotamia civilization in the west to the Indian Civilization in the south and the Chinese civilization in the East of our continent. It was only natural that several prominent sages and wise men had found their home in Asia. 


Unfortunately, historical conflicts and hostilities within Asia have often left us with pains and sorrows. Many of such scars have remained until the present day.  It is now time for old wounds and sufferings to heal and for Asia to integrate into a strong community.

I envisage an Asian community that utilizes the pool of its human and natural resources for the region’s wealth and prosperity. I envisage the diversity of Asia’s cultural heritage that underpins our inner strength. I envisage an Asian community that is not an exclusive community but one which is inclusive, and working not only towards its own prosperity but also to promote global prosperity. 

Distinguished Participants,

Against such backgrounds, several building-blocks for cooperation at the sub-regional and inter-regional levels are taking shape. The 37 year-old Association of South-East Asian Nations or ASEAN has agreed at its Summit in Vientiane only last month to lay down goals and strategies towards realizing the ASEAN community by 2020. The ASEAN community will be built upon the three pillars of security, economic and socio-cultural aspects. Within ASEAN, smaller level of cooperation has been initiated under the framework of ACMECS to bridge the development gap between Thailand and Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam for regional integration. 

In addition, while having its own free trade arrangement through AFTA, ASEAN is expanding the free trade arrangements with several major trading partners such as Japan, China, and the Republic of Korea as a step towards an eventual East Asia Community. Moreover, ASEAN has also been looking to its western neighbors to expand cooperation under the framework of ASEAN-SAARC. In complementing ASEAN cooperation with the sub-continent, free trade negotiations have been launched between two Southeast Asian and five South Asian countries under the economic framework of BIMSTEC or the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Seectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation.

In the South of the continent, SAARC is being revitalized thanks to the easing of the India-Pakistan tension on Kashmir. The energy reserves among the members of GCC in the Middle-East, or what we prefer to call West Asia, are vast. The surge in the advancement of biotechnology and Information Technology among members of SAARC are also well recognized by the international community. In central Asia, the newly initiated framework of the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia or CICA has added a security dimension to Asia-wide cooperation. CICA aims at enhancing confidence from differences, and at building a sense of security from diversity and at strengthening a culture of peace and tolerance.  

Whilst at the inter-regional level, the sub-regional groupings in Asia are forging cooperation with the Pacific under APEC, with Europe under ASEM, and with Latin America under FEALAC. 

Asia comprises numerous regional, sub-regional, intra and inter-regional cooperation, but none of which could serve as a link at the continental level. This remained the case until the Asia Cooperation Dialogue or ACD came into existence  to fill in the missing link in Asia. The ACD was initiated in 2002 as the first ever framework for Asia wide cooperation. ACD should be viewed as the extension of the existing sub-regional and other cooperation arrangements of ASEAN, SAARC, GCC, CICA and the emerging East Asia Community or EAC.  


Characterized by positive thinking and non-institutionalized framework to suit the comfort level of the members, ACD comprises 26 participating countries from the north to the south and from the east to the west of the Asian continent with Thailand entrusted as the coordinator. The ACD continues to make progress through annual ministerial dialogues and joint projects. There are as many as 18 areas of functional cooperation projects. Whilst participation in these projects is on a voluntary basis, many ACD members have offered to be prime movers for these cooperation projects to move these areas of cooperation into implementation. The participation is based on each member’s comfort level, readiness and comparative advantage. They can join in at any time they deem ready. In this way, everyone has a sense of participation and willingness while no one feels isolated or left behind. Altogether, these projects are creating a strong cooperation across Asia. This is how Asia recognizes the differences and  builds its strength based on diversity. 


ACD is working towards the strengthening of Asia, in order to steer the continent towards a community that contributes to global prosperity and sustainable development. ACD is ready to reach out to interact and cooperate with partners beyond Asia. At the Third ACD Foreign Ministers' Meeting in Qingdao, China, last June, Thailand was entrusted to formulate Guidelines concerning the criteria for non-ACD countries to become “ACD Partner for Development” with the purpose of engaging countries not deemed within the Asia continent in ACD activities. 

Distinguished participants, 

Today, I would like to identify the challenges that undermine Asia’s competitiveness and strength in enhancing prosperity and development within the continent and beyond.  I would also like to propose four core areas of cooperation to be enhanced in Asia to cope with these challenges. 

The first core area of cooperation is the strengthening of people-centered development. This is particularly focused on the improvement of quality of life in Asia, particularly eradicating poverty and ensuring accessible education for all. Prime movers in ACD have already realized the essence of long-term sustainable development and have actively carried out projects to attain such a goal in Asia. We are all working on projects for the betterment of Asia, ranging from poverty alleviation to human resource development, from enhancing agricultural performance to environmental education.

The second core area of cooperation is the utilization of Asian resources and advancement of technological research. Scarcity of resources, especially those in the energy sector has become a grave concern for countries in Asia and beyond. Asia as any other region, is affected by rising oil prices and is seeking for a long-term sustainable solution. Initiatives are pursued to replace Asia’s over-dependence on oil in order to sustain energy security. In August, Thailand hosted the first ever Ministerial conference on bio-fuel in Asia. The Ministers agreed to consider using existing technological know-how to transform agricultural produce into energy found in Asian countries. Furthermore, prime movers in ACD have also been active on cooperation projects in areas of energy cooperation and energy security. New initiatives and closer cooperation are, however, fundamentals to the continuous supply of energy for sustaining Asia’s economic dynamism. 

The third core area of cooperation is in the economic and financial fields.  The purpose here is to distribute wealth and strengthen economic infrastructure in Asia for mutual prosperity. A key area is in designing a new financial architecture in Asia. Currently, ACD is giving political impetus to support the development of an Asian bond market. On the demand side, the work of the Executives’ Meeting of the East Asia Pacific Central Banks’ (EMEAP) has gained increased region-wide support and has been concretized with the creation of the first Asian Bond Fund last year. The second Fund is expected to be established for investing in local currency denominated bond within the ACD framework. On the supply side, Thailand as the ACD coordinator will soon enact domestic legislation to exempt withholding tax in the Baht bond investment and to issue the first batch of Baht Bond by the end of this year. It is the hope that this would set an example for other Asian countries to follow suit in issuing local currency-denominated bond without withholding tax to facilitate a cross-border investment.

The final area of cooperation is the building of networks and transport linkages across Asia. The purpose is to create a closer bond within Asia and blending the members of Asia into a close knit community.  In ACD, linkages and networking among the member countries are encouraged. Initiatives on the development of transportation linkages by air, sea and land within Asia are expanding. On the aviation front, ASEAN’s open sky policy has been progressing well. On land transport, road linkages to bridge sub-continents has also been progressing well with construction of roads stretching eastwards from Thailand to South China Sea, westwards to the Indian sub-continent, and northwards to Yunnan in southern China

Moreover, the softer side of building networks and linkages across Asia such as cultural exchanges and tolerance of diversity should also be encouraged. The comfort level for participation within ACD has also enhanced relationship among its members, with the hope of resolving any historical misunderstanding.  

As we mobilize our inner strength in enhancing prosperity in Asia, we need to look beyond economic growth. Asia should prepare and empower itself to cope with the challenges of globalization with a human face. Not only to promote our inner strength but also disseminate to the world a culture of peace and a culture of harmonious co-existence for shared prosperity. Asia should set the goal of peace and sustainable development in the region rather than maximizing economic wealth. Asia should work as a community to attain our goals through tolerance of diversity and differences, in order to resolve potential tensions and conflicts.

Distinguished participants,

While immediate challenges to Asia have been identified and groundwork has been done to cope with them, many challenges still lie ahead. Contributions, efforts and unity among all sectors in Asia will be vital if Asia is going to prosper as a community. If Asian community is a house with ACD as its roof, sub regional groupings as its building block and member states as its foundation, the whole house still needs to be cemented together. Contributions by all the people of Asia are the cement needed as the building of an Asian community is beyond the task of governments.   The academics, as the most respected people in the society for intelligence and integrity, are the vanguard of the non-government sector in building a prosperous Asian community. It is the turn now for the academics to think positive and find a long lasting sustainable solution to the development of a prosperous Asia. Furthermore, the identification of further challenges and proposed solution are all essentials.  To do so we may have to ask ourselves these questions:


What are the immediate, short-term and long-term challenges awaiting Asia and how can Asia cope with these challenges?

What criteria and guidelines are needed to set the process and time frame for continent-wide integration?

What is the role of international partners in the building of a prosperous Asian community? 

The answers are not simple. They will not be straight-forward. They will not be forthcoming within a course of today’s and tomorrow’s discussions of the symposium. But I do trust that extensive discussions by all of you, the prominent wise men and ladies of the ACD academic circles, on these questions will be a good and significant start to finally reach the right answers.

Before I conclude, I wish to thank all of you sincerely for your participation, your respective think-tank institutions for the kind cooperation and the Saranrom Institute of Foreign Affairs or SIFA for organizing this symposium. I shall very much look forward to the outcome of your two-days’ deliberations. 
Thank you for your attention.

