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On Thursday, January 18th 2018, The 
Habibie Center hosted a Talking 
ASEAN public dialogue entitled 
“ASEAN Outlook 2018” at The Habibie 
Center Building in Jakarta.

This edition of Talking ASEAN 
was moderated by Ms. Rahimah 
Abdulrahim (Executive Director, 
The Habibie Center) and featured 
an expert panel made up of H.E. 
Ambassador Jose Antonio Morato 
Tavares (Director-General for ASEAN 
Cooperation, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs – Republic of Indonesia), Dra. 
Evi Fitriani, Ph.D. (Head of Miriam 
Budiarjo Resource Center (MBRC), 
Universitas Indonesia), and Mr. A 
Ibrahim Almuttaqi (Head of ASEAN 
Studies Program, The Habibie Center).

The objectives of this Talking ASEAN 
were to: (a) discuss H.E. Le Luong 
Minh’s 5-year leadership as ASEAN 
Secretary-General from 2013-2017, 
(b) discuss the appointment of H.E. 
Lim Jock Hoi as the new ASEAN 
Secretary-General from 2018-2022, 

Introduction

Recommendations:

Introduction - Discussion Report Talking ASEAN The Business Series

Among the key recommendations 
that emerged from this particular 
Talking ASEAN public dialogue were: 
(1) to call for ASEAN to be more agile, 
considering the many types of country 
groupings that have emerged 
recently; (2) to manage expectations 
regarding what ASEAN can or 
cannot do as an intergovernmental 
institution; and (3) to involve civil 
society, think tanks, and media in 
providing recomemndations and 
assistance to ASEAN Member States.

(c) find out Singapore’s deliverables 
in chairing ASEAN in 2018, (d) identify 
the challenges posed to ASEAN at 
large in 2018, and (e) produce possible 
recommendations for Singapore 
regarding its ASEAN chairmanship in 
2018. 

This discussion report summarizes the 
key points of each speaker, as well as 
the Question and Answer session that 
followed.
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In his presentation, Ambassador Jose 
Tavares focused on two main agendas, 
which was first, to discuss Secretary-
General Le Luong Minh’s 5-year 
leadership, and second, to explore the 
new appointment of Lim Jock Hoi as 
the next ASEAN Secretary-General.

He noted that the ASEAN Charter 
provides a broad provision as well 
as specific guidance for the ASEAN 
Secretary General to undertake his/her 
responsibilities through Articles 11, 23 
and 30. Therefore, it is flexible enough 
for the Secretary General to play his/
her role without restricting what he/she 
can do.

In Ambassdaor Tavares’ view, Le Luong 
Minh played a significant role during 
his term as there were two momentous 
events for ASEAN: the launching of 
the ASEAN Community and the 50th 
Anniversary of ASEAN. Ambassador 
Tavares applauded Le Luong Minh’s 
effort as he provided significant 
assistance to the member states. 
However, he did note there was less 
advocacy from ASEAN to the outside 
world.

Meanwhile, considering the new 
Secretary General’s previous 
background as Chair of the High Level 
Task Force, Chairman of Governing 
Board of ERIA, and Chief Negotiator for 
Brunei Darussalam for the Trans Pacific 

Partnership (TPP), one can anticipate 
that Secretary-General Lim Jock Hoi will 
provide constructive recommendations 
and inputs to the economic integration 
process and move it forward. A 
streamlining of ASEAN meetings could 
also be expected. It was noted that next 
year the ASEAN Secretariat would have 
a new building with video conference 
facilities, and that this should reduce 
the number of meetings that do not 
require high-decision making. 

Anbassador Tavares considered that 
in the next four years or so, the ASEAN 
Secretary-General would have a more 
active role in advocacy, internally and 
even to the outside world. We can 
also expect improvements on research 
and development sector. In this sense, 
the ASEAN Secretariat was not only 
expected to assist member states to 
organize meetings, but also in providing 
more recommendations to them to 
address strategic issues in the region 
and beyond.

Talking about the selection of the 
new Secretary General selection, 
Ambassador Tavares described the 
process behind it. He explained that it 
was based on a rotational order and 
the name of the nominated person 
was presented at the ASEAN Summit. If 
no reservations were forthcoming, that 
person would assume his/her position as 
ASEAN Secretary-General. Ambassador 
Tavares went on to explain there was 
no need for a fit and proper test in the 
case of selecting a Secretary-General.

On the issue of Singapore’s deliverables 
as the Chair of ASEAN 2018, Ambassador 
Tavares highlighted that with their 
tagline “Resilience and Innovation”, 
Singapore intends to move forward 

H.E. Ambassador 
Jose Antonio Morato 
Tavares 
(Director-General for ASEAN 
Cooperation, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs – Republic of Indonesia)
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Mr. A Ibrahim Almuttaqi 

with issues that are quite pending. 
For example, Singapore proposed to 
make progress on the ASEAN Model 
Extradition Treaty, which has been 
first put forward by Indonesia for quite 
some time. Other related issues include 
ASEAN’s effort in countering terrorism, 
creating a rules-based cyber security 
and smart city network, an agreement 
on e-commerce, and ASEAN tourism.

Ambassador Tavares further identified 
the challenge and opportunities for 
ASEAN in 2018. ASEAN will continue to 
face transnational crime and terrorism. 
The region will also continue to 
experience potential flashpoints arising 
from the South China Sea, the Korea 
Peninsula, and major powers rivalry that 
threatens ASEAN unity and centrality. 
He recommended that ASEAN should 
therefore be more agile conceding that 
at times ASEAN was quite bureaucratic 
and difficult to move forward. For 
Indonesia, Ambassador Tavares 
suggested that Jakarta should look at 
the development at the regional and 
global level. ASEAN is already equipped 
with the platform and the norms, but it is 
not enough to anticipate what is going 
to happen in the region and beyond.

(Head of ASEAN Studies Program, 
The Habibie Center). 

Mr. Almuttaqi brought the audience’s 
attention to the Roundtable of the 
ASEAN-India Network of Think-Tanks 
which was recently held in Jakarta on 
a Saturday, one day after Lim Jock Hoi 
assumed his position as the new ASEAN 
Secretary-General. He noted that by 

working on a weekend it demonstrated 
that the new Secretary-General 
intended to hit the ground running, 
showing no signs of slowing even in 
his very first few days in the office. Mr. 
Almuttaqi saw this as a much needed 
work ethic as challenging tasks await 
him.

According to Mr. Almuttaqi, it was 
however unfair to compare Lim Jock 
Hoi with his predecessors, Le Luong Minh 
or the late Surin Pitsuwan, as they are 
all different people. For example, Lim 
Jock Hoi started out as bureaucrat and 
was not a public figure. Nevertheless, 
a lot is expected of the new Secretary-
General, especially his negotiating 
experience. As Brunei Darussalam’s 
Chief Negotiator in the TPP, the fact 
that the Sultanate was part of the 
discussions shaping the mega-regional 
free trade agreement (FTA) says a lot 
about his skills and expertise.

Here, Mr. Almuttaqi stressed the 
importance of mega-regional FTAs such 
as the ASEAN Economic Community 
and the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP). While 
the three pillars of ASEAN are meant to 
be equally important and cross-cutting,  
Mr. Almuttaqi argued that in his view 
the economy matters the most. Once 
we get that right, the other pillars will 
follow. He went on to say if we want 
to make ASEAN matter for people, it 
needs to deliver for them, in terms of 
jobs or opportunities. Mr. Almuttaqi 
argued that ASEAN was not at that 
point yet. Probably the reason for that 
is that some ASEAN countries are closer 
to China or outside powers, rather than 
looking at ASEAN, and that was why 
ASEAN is not as united as it should be. 
Currently it is external powers rather 



than ASEAN itself that can provide what 
ASEAN member states need.

Last year, ASEAN celebrated its 50th 
Anniversary which was marked by 
a number of events. Mr. Almuttaqi 
expressed his concerns about 
how to maintain this momentum. 
Unfortunately, all of this celebratory was 
not met with the same enthusiasm from 
the public as they keep showing low 
public awareness towards ASEAN. This 
is quite ironic, because ASEAN receives 
high interest from outside ASEAN, 
such as with the upcoming special 
ASEAN-India Summit in New Delhi and 
ASEAN-Australia Summit in Sydney that 
shows the increasing interest from the 
international community. The question 
for ASEAN was did it really deserve 
it and how it can live up to those 
expectations?

In the next few months, Mr. Almuttaqi 
saw that the dynamics in the region 
may change, with elections slated for 
Cambodia, Malaysia, and Thailand. 
Speculating that the incumbents would 
likely retain power, he opined that this 
may good for continuity in ASEAN and 
maintaining the status quo. However, if 
the credibility of those elections were 
called into question, the spotlight would 
be on ASEAN to respond appropriately. 
Similarly, with the the issue of Rohingya, 
Mr. Almuttaqi believes that it is hard 
for ASEAN to keep silent, especially 
for Indonesia which has committed 
to promoting democracy and human 
rights in the region.

Finally, Mr. Almuttaqi appreciated the 
new Secretary General’s call for the 
ASEAN Secretariat to provide research-
based assistance and recommendation 
to the member states. However, he also 
believed that this opportunity should 
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also be given to think-tank as well as 
civil society. 

Dra. Evi Fitriani, Ph.D. 

(Head of Miriam Budiarjo Resource 
Center (MBRC), Universitas Indonesia)

As the last speaker, Dr. Fitriani also 
highlighted the two main points of the 
discussion: (1) the 50th Anniversary of 
ASEAN, and (2) Singapore Chairmanship 
in ASEAN this year. Dr. Fitriani believes 
that 50 years is a mature age for 
a person, but not for an institution. 
ASEAN has so far managed to create 
a stable region, which is exactly its very 
modest goal at the time of its inception. 
Therefore, we should not expect much 
from ASEAN to stray away from its initial 
objectives. The absence of war for the 
past 50 years is the result of this ASEAN 
platform, which enables states to talk, 
convey expectations, discuss, and 
consult with each other.

Now, Dr. Fitriani sees that ASEAN has 
achieved and developed so much 
from what it was intended to be back 
in 1967. She saw that ASEAN is now an 
‘established’ regional institution with 
the creation of the ASEAN Charter. 
The institutionalization of ASEAN goes 
deeper with the existence of this 
Charter. Secondly, she also considers 
the role of ASEAN Leaders as important 
and which has allowed ASEAN to 
successfully emerged and develop the 
three communities. Not to mention the 
role of international actors who have 
great interests towards ASEAN.

Dr. Fitriani assured that this is a great 
opportunity for ASEAN to grow closer. 
ASEAN countries can talk, discuss, and 
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negotiate each others’ domestic goals 
as well as the regional goals that ASEAN 
wants to achieve. She emphasized 
that this is going to work, because 
theoretically, states will not cooperate 
if they can sustain themselves. In 
addition to this opportunity, she also 
saw a number of challenges, including 
ASEAN centrality and both traditional/
non-traditional security threat.

With regards to Singapore’s 
chairmanship with its main theme 
of ‘Resilience and Innovation’, Dr. 
Fitriani highlighted several areas that 
would be the Chair’s focus: (1) Digital 
Economy, (2) Trade Facilitation, 
(3) Service integration and ease of 
investment, (4) Energy security, and (5) 
Strengthening ties between ASEAN and 
its external partner. She argued that this 
chairmanship seems to push ASEAN to 
strengthen its economic integration. 
However too much focus on the 
economy can also create problems 
because ASEAN countries are very 
diverse.

To conclude her presentation, Dr. 
Fitriani believes that the future of 
ASEAN depends on the commitments 
of the ASEAN Leaders and its people 
to commit to their common goals. At its 
50th, ASEAN has developed more than 
just a regional institution. Nevertheless 

it has to face challenges and 
opportunities internally and externally. 
To continue being relevent, Dr. Fitriani 
stressed that ASEAN must deliver to 
the people. Lastly, in order to keep this 
institution of ASEAN relevant and useful, 
ASEAN countries need to give more 
priority to ASEAN rather than just their 
own national interests.



QUESTION AND 
ANSWER SESSION



Question: ASEAN faces numerous challenges related to human rights. The 
world is currently looking at us with the Rohingya issue. We do not see ASEAN 
as a successful actor in solving this issue. How to convince the international 
community that ASEAN can help one of its member? What would be Indonesia’s 
role here?

Question: There are political challenges, such as the non-interference principle 
and constraints among ASEAN countries themselves. What would be the best 
way to overcome this?

Question: How does the emerging Indo-Pacific initiative affect the ASEAN re-
gional architecture? How does Indonesia see its strategy in Indo-Pacific amid 
ASEAN? And how does ASEAN look at it?

Question: Ambassador Tavares, would you please respond to some of the 
comments made from the panellists, especially on Indonesia’s commitment. At 
the recent Foreign Minister’s Annual Press Statement, ASEAN was not mentioned 
until at least halfway through her speech.

SESSION II

SESSION I

RESPONSE
H.E. Jose Antonio Morato Tavares There are a lot of expectations for ASEAN to 
move forward. However, those aspirations  sometimes do not match the very 
nature of ASEAN. The Charter mentions that ASEAN is an intergovernmental 
organization. If we misunderstand this, then we will have a lot of expectations 
that will not be fulfilled by ASEAN. We have umbrella norms that are set by the 
ASEAN countries. These norms are then given to ASEAN sectoral bodies, and 
then to national-level ministries. It is they that have the obligation to implement 
them. However, we do not have the mechanism to ensure implementation. 
So basically, it’s voluntary for ASEAN countries to implement and comply. We 
cannot force other countries to do it, and likewise they can not force Indonesia 
to do it as well.

Question and Answer Session 8
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RESPONSE
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H.E. Jose Antonio Morato Tavares Indonesia has shown its own effort in dealing 
with the Rohingya issue. We are in the process of helping reconciliation, and 
we are also helping to build and provide schools for their younger generation. 
We call this approach as a constructive engagement. We avoid megaphone 
diplomacy. With regards to the Indo-Pacific question, this is why I think it is 
important for ASEAN to be more agile amid various country groupings that have 
recently emerged.

Dra. Evi Fitriani, Ph.D. The issue of Rohingya is a delicate problem. If it is a 
humanitarian crisis caused by environment or natural disaster it is easier to 
handle. With ASEAN’s nature as an intergovernmental institution, we have 
limited windows to deal with the issue. Indonesia has a big chance to help and 
we continue to do so. Too many involvement in international fora in this issue is 
not a good thing.

Mr. A Ibrahim Almuttaqi There are two approaches from ASEAN countries in 
dealing with the Rohingya issue. First, Malaysia’s approach, with a tendency 
to publicly disagree and call out the Myanmar government. The second one, 
Indonesia’s approach, with more humanitarian assistance and providing a 
helping hands. I think we should not be pointing finger to Myanmar. In order 
to address the issue, we need to be a genuine partner for them. At the end of 
the day, we need the cooperation of the Myanmar government to resolve this 
issue. Non-interference is indeed an issue, but ASEAN should not be afraid to 
provide moral leadership.
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