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Foreword

HRWG’s main objective is to promote governments’ 
accountability on constitutional obligations and international 
standards to respect, protect, and fulfil human rights by 

maximizing available human rights mechanisms at different levels. 
HRWG has drawn upon its role as a regional actor to further increase 
the effectiveness of human rights advocacy work in this region. 
Specifically, our target advocacy is the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its human rights bodies, namely ASEAN 
Inter-governmental Commission of Human Rights (AICHR), the 
ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights 
of Women and Children (ACWC) and ASEAN Committee on the 
ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers (ACMW).

HRWG believes that regional integration will only be meaningful 
and beneficial to the people in this region when ASEAN is truly 
upholding the human rights and democratic principles in its work. 
One of the key elements of democracy is participation. 

As a human rights body, AICHR in its terms of reference (TOR), in 
Article 4.8, includes the mandate of engagement “in dialogue and 
consultation with other ASEAN bodies and entities associated with 
ASEAN, including civil society organizations and other stakeholders, 
as provided for in Chapter V of the ASEAN Charter.” Meanwhile, 
ACWC’s TOR Article 3.9 states that ACWC will, “adopt a collaborative 
and consultative approach with ASEAN Member-States, academia 
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and civil society pertaining to the rights of women and children.” As 
well in its Rules of Procedure: Article 53 states, “The ACWC shall 
engage the participation of civil society and stakeholders wherever 
possible. Such participation shall respect the principles of 
transparency, effective and meaningful dialogue.”

Various observers have critically alleged that ASEAN is unwilling 
to engage with civil society, which can be at least partially explained 
as a consequence of governmental suspicion of civil society in the 
region. There has been a trust deficit between governments and 
civil society organisations (CSOs). However, in addressing the 
democracy deficit, since the late 1990s, ASEAN has widened its 
policy-making process to include CSOs. 

Civil society’s’ interests, especially in human rights of marginalised 
people, have been considered a direct challenge and opposition to 
interests of states or businesses. As a result, ASEAN’s approach to 
engagement with CSOs provides a bureaucratic platform followed 
with rules and procedures to control their participation. 

Once ASEAN has introduced a people-centred ASEAN as stated 
in its Blueprint 2025, it doesn’t mean that it has shifted their 
treatment automatically to CSOs. In the CSOs’ advocacy point of 
view, it can be seen as a formal acknowledgement that can be a 
legal justification for a long-term modality to, at least, secure the 
norm-setting for further advocacy. By stating to be a people-centred 
ASEAN, this Association’s accountability should be directed to the 
community, people of the ASEAN. Thus, all decision-making should 
result from a consultative process between the government and 
their people.

While appreciating numbers of efforts in various consultations 
under some platforms of engagement that have been developed 
and exercised, the question remains on the effectiveness in bringing 
a “meaningful” engagement. It has to move beyond rhetoric. It is 
important to ensure that each population in the region could directly 
feel the benefits of regional integration. 
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Some studies are highlighting the range of participatory 
mechanisms and their challenges. However, despite all challenges 
and limitations, the studies on how CSOs could optimize the existing 
platforms of participation and engagement with ASEAN are lacking. 

This is the gap this study tries to fill. It aims to identify civil society 
engagement modality in ASEAN, by analysing the organization of 
the ASEAN Civil Society Conference / ASEAN People’s Forum (ACSC/
APF). This forum represents CSOs critiques on human rights 
violations, discrimination and inequality, environmental issues, 
injustice, challenges of the democratic process and good governance. 
This study has also successfully come up with recommendations to 
empower the forum by proposing a new organizational model for 
future engagement and ways forward and rebranding it. 

This is a collaborative work led by Dwi Ardhanariswari Sundrijo, 
together with Dhanny Safitri, Kirana Virajati, Petrus Putut Pradhopo 
Wening and myself with full support of FORUM-ASIA. This can be a 
baseline study on the effective participation of CSOs in the ASEAN 
regionalism by assessing alternative modality of ACSC/APF. It is a 
tool of engagement for solidarity and to improve cooperation. With 
a full hope that ACSC/APF, not only as an annual regional people’s 
get-together event but also as an effective regional CSOs advocacy 
platform, in the future can influence ASEAN’s official policy-making 
mechanisms so that the process is more people-centred.

Happy New Year!

Jakarta, 7 January 2021
Daniel Awigra
Deputy Director of the Human Rights Working Group - Indonesia’s 
NGO Coalition for International Human Rights Advocacy



1

CHAPTER 1                                                                                                                             

Introduction

1.1 Landscaping People’s Participation in ASEAN
The history of peoples’ engagement in ASEAN can be traced back 

to the early period of its establishment at the end of 1960. Adam 
Malik, former Indonesia Foreign Ministers and one of the founding 
fathers of ASEAN, once stated that  “the shaping of a future of peace, 
friendship and cooperation is far too important to be left to 
government and government officials… [as such, there is a need 
for] ever-expanding involvement and participation of the people”. 
The spirit of having a Southeast Asia regional body that works for 
the interests of Southeast Asian people was first signified in the 
ASEAN Vision 2020 adopted in 1997, then in the Bali Concord II 
adopted in 2003. In these two documents, the idea of ASEAN being 
‘a community of caring societies’ was elaborated. In 2007, the ASEAN 
leaders agreed to establish an ASEAN Community by 2015. The 
transformation from a regional organization to become a 
community, which implies the involvement of all in regionalism, is 
considered by many as a huge leap for ASEAN that was widely 
known for its state-centrism.

The purpose of ASEAN is to enhance the well-being and livelihood 
of the peoples of ASEAN. To achieve this purpose, ASEAN attempts 
to provide the people with equitable access to opportunities for 
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human development, social welfare and justice as highlighted in  
Article 1.11 of the ASEAN Charter. ASEAN’s other purpose is to 
promote a people-oriented ASEAN in which all sectors of society are 
encouraged to participate in, and benefit from, the process of 
ASEAN integration and community building in Article 1.13 of the 
Charter.

However, the term people-centred was never in the horizon until 
it was mentioned after the drafting of the ASEAN Charter in 2008. It 
was through the ASEAN Charter that introduced a new brand for 
the Association. Not only does the Charter formalizes ASEAN’s 
commitment to democracy, human rights, rule of law, good 
governance, constitutional government and social justice. It also 
redefines ASEAN’s common objectives and principles, structure, 
mechanisms and operations, including an enhanced role for the 
ASEAN Secretariat and the creation of the Committee of Permanent 
Representatives (CPR) to help attain the goals and objectives of the 
establishment of the ASEAN Community by 2015 by reaching out to 
the stakeholders, including civil society.

Since then, this term gains its popularity in the region, the term 
has become a rhetoric that is closely attached to the vision of ASEAN 
regionalism. The term was repeatedly mentioned in official 
documents, treaties, and leaders’ speeches during formal high-level 
forums, often put hand-in-hand with the equally rhetorical term of 
‘people-oriented’. At the civil society level, the idea of people-centred 
ASEAN has long been at the soul of their advocacy movement. They 
constantly and consistently demand a more open and less elitist 
ASEAN.

The statement of people-centred ASEAN has been brought by 
the President of the Republic of Indonesia, Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono, during his opening speech on the 18th ASEAN Summit 
on May 7, 2011, ”… We need to launch more endeavours to promote 
people-to-people interaction. The ASEAN Leaders’ Dialogue with the 
ASEAN Inter-parliamentary Assembly, representatives of civil society 
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organizations (CSOs) and youth representatives within this summit, 
is part of our effort to make ASEAN as an organization that is people-
oriented and people-centred. That is our goal. That is our hope. A 
new hope for the ASEAN Community.”

Regardless, it was only seven years after the Charter that ASEAN 
was brave enough to adopt the term ‘people-centred’ in its official 
documents. The term was adopted in the vision of “ASEAN 2025: 
Forging Ahead Together” in which the member-states agrees “… to 
build a rules-based, people-oriented, people-centred ASEAN 
Community, where the people enjoy human rights and fundamental 
freedom, higher quality of life and the benefits of community 
building.” 

A people-centred ASEAN is not merely about explaining to the 
wider population what ASEAN is. New spaces must be opened for 
people to experience ASEAN and be part of the process. 
Unfortunately, the ASEAN Civil Society Conference/ ASEAN People’s 
Forum (ACSC/APF) which aim to provide avenue for CSOs in the 
region in approaching ASEAN on on critical issues such as human 
rights, discrimination and inequality, justice, democratic process, 
and good governance, still have not been able to meaningfully 
attract the attention of ASEAN on their advocacy effort (Guan, 2017).

Civil society participation and engagement with ASEAN depends 
on how ASEAN Member-States have perceived them. It is rooted 
with more structural issues resulting from the ways in which they 
are positioned and treated by their government. Formally, ASEAN 
has shaped to be more people-centred; however, ASEAN’s current 
decision-making process mainly driven by consensus over their 
national interests. Underrepresentation is the main issue of the 
peoples in political spheres due to the lack of participation and 
engagement in policy development and implementation. 

ASEAN Member-States that are more democratic consider CSOs 
as their partner while less democratic member-states consider 
them as their ally to assist the government program and activities. 
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In these two main arguments on how ASEAN should engage with 
CSO, all members have agreed to invite some entities, including 
CSO with certain rules and procedures. On 2016, the CPR had 
updated and agreed to have rules of procedures for engagement 
for entities associated with ASEAN, including CSO (ASEAN Secretariat, 
2016). The CSOs to ASEAN are defined as non-profit organisations 
of ASEAN entities, natural or juridical, that promote, strengthen and 
help realise the aims and objectives of the ASEAN Community and 
its three Pillars – the ASEAN Political-Security Community, the ASEAN 
Economic Community and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASEAN Secretariat, 2016). 

The participation of civil society in the region has been growing 
in line with the development of human rights mechanism within 
ASEAN. The insertion of Article 14 on the establishment of the 
ASEAN human rights body signified the shift of ASEAN from 
“commitment” to “legally binding to the idea of human rights. The 
role of civil society is becoming more important, especially to 
monitor and influence the process and develop regional human 
rights systems. 

Participation and meaningful engagement are a basic 
requirement to ensure the ASEAN human rights mechanisms are 
effective, accessible, and responsive to deal with human rights 
issues in this region. It ensures how ASEAN’s procedures, 
mechanisms, and standards to protect and promote human rights 
will uphold international human rights standards. The human 
rights-based approach requires human rights principles (universality, 
indivisibility, equality and non-discrimination, meaningful 
participation, accountability and the right to remedy) to guide the 
assessment and focus on developing the capacities of both ‘duty-
bearers’ to meet their obligations, and ‘rights-holders’ to claim their 
rights (UNSDG, n.d.). 

The interface meeting with the Leaders of ASEAN, for instance 
has pressured civil society organizations in this region to have 
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meaningful participation. In contrast, they have to mandate a small 
number of representatives to negotiate on their behalf. In this 
occasion, civil society groups also need to work systematically and 
collectively to better develop and articulate some concerns and 
recommendations. 

It is worth noting that recently there have been several positive 
developments shown by ASEAN Member-States in engaging their 
stakeholders, including civil society organizations. For instance, a 
changing from charity-based approach to a human rights-based 
approach when it comes to the governance of persons with 
disabilities. Since all ASEAN Member-Stateshave ratified United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD), this region has regional commitment called ASEAN 
Enabling Masterplan. During the development of the document’s, 
there was active involvement of many stakeholders, including civil 
society such as ASEAN Disability Forum (ADF). Thus, ADF actively 
engaged with the Task Force on Mainstreaming on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities to make sure the implementation of 
Masterplan upholding the inclusion and participation of persons 
with disabilities in all processes: planning, implementation and 
monitoring. Another example is that regardless of the limitation 
and sensitivity of migrant workers in this region, there are active 
involvement of CSOs in the ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML).

However, ASEAN is still an inter-governmental organization. Even 
after the Chapter, civil society participation is still a huge issue within 
ASEAN on its regionalism project. ASEAN has shown little interest in 
facilitating the participation of the people. ASEAN is well-known for 
its elitist tendencies and how few of its policies correspond to the 
needs of Southeast Asian people. There are currently only two 
formal forums for civil society engagement with ASEAN, namely the 
ASEAN People’s Assembly (APA) and the ASEAN Civil Society 
Conference (ACSC). Of the two, APA is the one which gain more 
recognition from ASEAN as it is incorporated in the Vientiane Action 
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Program (VAP) signed during the 10th ASEAN Summit in Lao on 
November 29, 2004. A formal network represents the academic 
community (the ASEAN-ISIS) together with some CSOs that attended 
the first ACSC in Kuala Lumpur in December 2005, initiated the the 
Solidarity for Asian People’s Advocacy (SAPA). The aim was to 
promote broader civil society engagement with ASEAN. In essence, 
both ACSC and SAPA are considered an alternative forum and 
network for engaging ASEAN.

The engagement has made the ASEAN governing elite gradually 
become familiar with civil society’s participation in ASEAN policy 
formulation process. It can be considered a significant precedent 
for the future interface. Besides, it was a good opportunity for both 
sides to interact and know each other’s concerns and viewpoints 
(Thi, 2008).

1.2 About the Study
This study analyses the effectiveness of the ASEAN Civil Society 

Conference / ASEAN People’s Forum (ACSC/APF) as an annual 
regional people’s get-together event, in its attempt to influence 
ASEAN’s official policy-making mechanisms, to make it be more 
people-centred in their orientation. Since 2005, civil society in 
ASEAN has been organizing ACSC/APF annually. The event has now 
become the most prominent civil society forum in Southeast Asia. It 
bridges the voice and expectations of the people and the interest of 
the governments. It creates a safe space for exchanging views, and 
accountability seeking. It opens the opportunity for the people to 
propose a plan and norms-setting and using media advocacy. 
Through this forum, civil society in the region can deliver their 
statements and recommendations to their leaders, although it was 
not made possible in certain occasions. During this forum, civil 
society would have the chance to discuss and share their concern 
related to ASEAN Regionalism and come up with suggestions on 
how and towards which direction regionalism in Southeast Asia 
should go. 
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That is the ideal setting. The organization of the first ACSC in 
Bangkok 2005 up to the 16th in 2020 which was hosted online by 
Vietnam’s CSOs, shows that ACSC/APF was a success as a regional-
get-together forum merely beyond that. The expectation that the 
forum would channel the voice of the people to be heard by the 
leaders is still far from being met. For some reasons, the document 
of recommendation from the event (‘the Statement’) was not always 
successfully delivered directly to the leaders during a forum known 
as ‘interface meeting’ – usually held towards the end of each 
Conference. Even when the Statement was successfully delivered, 
the leaders accepted the Statement with no commitment to follow 
it up. No adoption, no implementation, no further dialogue, no 
post-conference meeting was conducted in response to the delivery 
of the recommendation. In short, the Statement goes nowhere.

Under these circumstances, it is then crucial to assess ACSC/APF 
as a platform for CSOs engagement in ASEAN. We agree that special 
effort is required to empower the platform and to make sure that 
ACSC/APF might function as expected. This is the gap this study 
intends to fill. Through mainly desktop analysis in assessing primary 
and secondary data, this study identifies points of limitations of 
ACSC/APF, then come up with a recommendation for improvement. 
This study further identifies existing modalities and possible 
strategies which might support ACSC/APF to contribute more 
significantly and strategically in the process of a people-centred 
ASEAN regionalism. 

There have been some efforts to improve the effectiveness of 
ACSC/APF. In 2012 ACSC/APF in Cambodia the idea of the needs to 
follow up further of each ACSC/APF recommendations has seriously 
been discussed. In 2015, Malaysia came up with proposal to 
institutionalize a secretariat that would, on the one hand, be a 
repository of ACSC/APF institutional memory, and on the other 
hand to do the follow-up and central monitoring that had been 
sadly lacking over the last ten years (Lopa, n.d.). Unfortunately, 
none of these initiatives came into fruition.
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This study learns from the success story of CSOs engagement 
within the mechanism of the ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labor (AFML) 
to help identify the best possible strengthening strategy. How would 
AFML allow significant civil society involvement in their processes? 
What factors make the involvement effective, and the voice of the 
people was heard properly? This is particularly intriguing considered 
that AFML concerns the issue of migrant workers, one of the 
considered most sensitive issues in ASEAN, as it involves the highly 
political conflictual interests among the 10 ASEAN Member-States. 
We understand that ACSC/APF and AFML were different in their 
nature – in a sense that ACSC/APF is supposedly a civil society only 
forum, while AFML is a forum which involved various different 
actors including state actors. Hence the comparison of the 
governance of the two would not be apple-to-apple. However, as we 
focussed our research on the assessment of civil society’s 
involvement in regionalism, we argue otherwise. We believe that if 
we want to empower ACSC/APF, we can learn from AFML’s processes.  

1.3 Methodology
Jorgensen-Dahl (1982) argues that there are two ways of studying 

processes in ASEAN regionalism. It is either by… 

start[ing] with specific generalisations and hypotheses taken from the wider 
body of already accumulated knowledge about regional cooperation, 
organisation, and integration and proceed to test them within the context of 
Southeast Asia … [or by examining] … the conditions and processes in Southeast 
Asia and relat[ing] the results to relevant elements [in] the wider body of 
theoretical understandings’ (p.xiv). 

This research follows the second path, for two reasons. First, we 
decided to avoid situating our research within a fixed, pre-
determined framework (although having a working hypothesis is 
acceptable). We prefer not to have a preliminary judgement of the 
limitation faced by ACSC/APF and draw suggestion on how to deal 
with the limitation based on the ideal suggested by existing theory 
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on, for example, the regional institution. Rather, we enjoy the 
process of going through the details of the organization of ACSC/
APF, while at the same time learning about the AFML mechanism. 
From there, we do comparative analysis (explained below).  Second, 
and most importantly, in relation to the character of the case study 
(ACSC/APF & AFML) – which is relatively specific – the second 
approach that enabled us to develop original research claims 
(strengths and limitations of ACSC/APF & AFML) without being 
strictly guided by certain theoretical hypotheses. 

This research has been conducted by referring to the research 
methodology of qualitative approach’s, utilizing an inductive process 
to build abstractions from the details (Creswell, 1994). The primary 
data collection methods being used is a document analysis research 
method. This method provides a systemic procedure for researchers 
to review and evaluate documents (Bowen, 2009). The document 
analysed in the research we got from both open sources, 
institutional/organisational files and personal archives. Those 
include news and opinion from mass media, press releases, 
newsletter, and official documents such as reports and minutes of 
meetings. We also refer to certain academic publication, such as 
relevant books and journal articles.

To confirm the findings we have from the document analysis and 
test the preliminary model that we have developed based on the 
findings, we decided to conduct three interviews. Three of them 
were chosen because of their track record and familiarity with the 
stories related to the organization of ACSC/APF, and/or in AFML. 
They were also chosen based on their availability to be interviewed 
with only very short notice. One of the interviewees was Jelen 
Paclarin, the Executive Director of the Women’s Legal and Human 
Rights Bureau (WLB). Jelen is a prominent feminist, not only 
nationally (in the Philippines), but also regionwide. She was actively 
participated in many ACSC/APFs before being assigned as the 
Chairperson of the 2017 ACSC/APF.
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Our second interviewee was Sinapan Samydorai, the Convenor 
of Task Force on ASEAN Migrant Workers (TFAMW). As the convenor, 
Sinapan is very familiar with all the processes happen within AFML. 
In addition, Think Center, the organization that he led was the host 
of the  2018 ACSC/APF in Singapore.

We also decided to interview Morentalisa Hutapea from Asia 
Justice and Rights (AJAR). As an activist at the ASEAN Youth Forum, 
Moren was appointed as the member of Regional Steering 
Committee representing Indonesia’s CSOs during the 2014 ACSC/
APF held in Myanmar. This was her only deep involvement in the 
organization of the ACSC/APF to date. Because of this – compared 
to the other two interviewees who had long been involved in ACSC/
APF, we expected that Moren would provided us with a distinct 
perspective on the governance of the forum (refer to chapter 3). 

As explained earlier, we used interview as a way to verify our 
research findings, and not to find new information. In the end, this 
study is a comparative study. We applied a research method 
commonly known as Comparative Analysis (CA) to examine the data 
that we collected from document analysis and interview. CA is a 
method within political science that is often used to study systems, 
institutions, or processes, whether across the local, national, 
regional, or international level (Stafford, 2013). This method allows 
us to examine patterns, similarities, and differences, to explain the 
relations between two or more variables in two or more separate 
institutions; it further allows us to compare and contrast processes 
and outcomes in different institutions. For example, we can question 
why certain things happen in one institution, but not in other 
institutions with similar characteristics. Furthermore, this method 
also allows us to establish some hypothetical relationships among 
variables (Peters, 2020). Applying this method helped us 
contextualise the data and categorised them into strengths (of 
AFML) and limitations (of ACSC/APF). We then modify the opportunity 
that AFML has, to come up with an applicable recommendation on 
how to empower ACSC/APF.
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1.4 On the Chapters
Following the flow of our arguments, this book consists of four 

chapters. Following this chapter on the Background of Study, in the 
next chapter will provide the wider context of the study on the 
involvement of non-state actors including CSOs in the processes of 
regionalism, in which both comparative and historical perspectives 
will be used. As we see things through a comparative perspective, 
we look at the characters of civil society regional participation in 
other regions, particularly Africa and Latin America. These two 
regions are chosen because of the similarities between them and 
Southeast Asia regarding political and economic situations. In the 
second part of Chapter 2, we do historical perspectives through 
which we presented an overview of the history of ASEAN engagement 
with non-governmental actors in the region pre ACSC/APF.

The third chapter pinpoints issues around the organization of 
ACSC/APF, which lead to its partial inability to fulfil its missions. For 
this, in Chapter 3, we conducted document analysis  focusing on the 
elaboration of ACSC/APF’s organization (what happened before, 
during, and after – if any – the days of every event), the statement of 
recommendations, all sixteen of them, since the first event in 2005, 
up to the last one, held partially virtual due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
in 2020. The elaboration provides some interesting findings 
regarding civil society movements, ideas, effort and interest to 
contribute to the ASEAN regionalism process. At the end of the 
chapter we identified five limitations of ACSC/APF that hindered 
them to fulfil their mission to provide an avenue for civil society 
participation on ASEAN processes, those are (1) differences in the 
perception and expectation among the CSOs themselves towards 
ACSC/APF, (2) the very diverse topics discussed during the 
conferences, (3) the politicization of the of interface meeting, (4) the 
non-existence mechanism for follow-up action, and (5) the 
inharmonious relations between the Regional Steering Committees 
(RSC) and the National Organizing Committees (NOC) as the 
organizer of ACSC/APF.
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In Chapter 4, again as we do document analysis, we focus on 
examining the involvement of CSO in AFML’s mechanism – how do 
they do what they do, the actors involved, and the modalities 
provided. Beforehand, we first provided four contexts to explain 
why protection on the rights of migrant workers in the region is still 
relatively limited. Following, we go through history, to elaborate the 
institutionalisation process of ACMW which facilitate the 
establishment of AFML and the ASEAN Consensus. In the fourth 
part of this chapter, we focus on elaborating interactor actor 
relations within AFML, which includes dynamics relations between 
and among ASEAN Member-States, between and among CSOs, 
between member-states and CSOs, as well as the role of the 
international organization. Based on the elaboration, we conclude 
the chapter with conceptualisation of the element of strengths of 
AFML which allows this mechanism to properly support the CSOs to 
actively and constructively participate in the ASEAN process on 
providing support to migrant workers. Those are: (1) the AFML 
Tripartite Plus / Tripartite+ model, (2) the follow-up mechanism for 
the output of AFML, (3) the existing of other supporting avenues to 
AFML, (4) support from the international organization, and (5) an 
established regional mechanism which provide support for further 
cooperation and coordination.

The fifth chapter is the core of this book, in which, applying 
Comparative Analysis (CA) research method, we draw our 
recommendation of what can be done to improve the effectiveness 
of ACSC/APF. We come up with five points of recommendation, i.e. 
(1) to re-brand of the forum, (2) to formally institutionalise the 
forum, (3) to establish some working groups to work on the 
convergent topics, (4) to redefine the roles and responsibilities of 
RSS, and (5) to have a two-layers statement of recommendation as 
the annual output of the forum. The chapter will be concluded by 
identifying challenges ahead, which is also the final part of this 
book.
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CHAPTER 2                                                                                                                             

Civil Society Engagement 
in ASEAN Regionalism: A 
Comparative & Historical 

Perspective 

(This chapter was taken from an unpublished research report titled “Civil Society 
and the Process of ASEAN Regionalism: A Content Analysis of the Statements 
of the ASEAN Civil Society Conferences (2005-2011)”, a research conducted by 
Dwi Ardhanariswari Sundrijo and Bambang Hartadi Nugroho on November 
2011 on behalf of Human Rights Working Group (HRWG))

2.1 Introduction
This chapter contains literature reviews that put the discussion 

on the role of civil society in ASEAN regionalism in a broader context, 
both in comparison to other regions and in historical perspectives. 
In the first part of the chapter we describe the experiences of CSOs 
in Africa and Latin America, and the opportunity and limitations 
they have in their attempt to contribute to processes of decision 
making in their respective region. As mentioned before, Africa and 
Latin America shared certain similarities with Southeast Asia, at 
least, in the characters of their economic and political system. In 
terms of economies, the three regions comprise of developing 
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economies, whose GDP growth in the past ten years did not vary 
greatly (World Bank, n.d). Politically, most of the countries in all 
three regions share a similar experience, with some experienced 
transition towards democracy recently. Such similarities are 
expected to contribute to the similarity of opportunities and 
challenges the civil society movements faced in the three regions.

The second part of the chapter elaborates the history of ASEAN’s 
engagement with non-governmental actors in the region. Some 
would argue that the ACSC/APF were the first form of engagement 
between ASEAN and the non-governmental actors – which is not 
entirely true, given the fact that ASEAN has been engaging elements 
other than the states, namely the business groups, the parliaments, 
and regional think-tank network, way before the organization of 
ACSC/APF. Existing researches mapped the pattern of ASEAN’s 
engagement with non-governmental actors and mostly conclude 
that those engagements can be dated back to the 1970s, the early 
years of ASEAN.

2.2 Regional Comparative Perspectives
To better understand the characters of civil society movements 

in Southeast Asia, it is interesting to compare it with the characters 
of civil society in other regions. The first to examine is civil society 
movement in Africa. In 1998, John Mw Makumbe wrote an article 
exploring the nature of civil society in Africa, which has a long history 
but only recently that they started play a significant role in the 
political system. Makumbe shows that civic groups and organizations 
had existed during the colonial rule but were observed with 
suspicion by the rulers due to the fear that they would trigger mass 
movements against them. As a result, only civic groups that consist 
of the colonizers themselves were given the space for participation 
in politics at that time (Makumbe, 1998). The transfer of power from 
the colonial rule to the indigenous black government did not bring 
much difference in term of spaces for effective civil society 
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movements. The new government still attempted to control civic 
groups through legislation, registration, and other means, which 
basically enables the rulers to collect detailed information about 
any movement of CSOs, which further enabled CSOs to organize 
anything against the government. (Makumbe, 1998).

Major political change in most of the African countries, which 
began in the early 1990s, marked the commencement of a transition 
to democracy in the region. The process was triggered  by the 
increasing number of civil protests across the region, followed by 
liberalization reforms and elections, which paved the way for new 
regimes to come into power (Makumbe, 1998). Evident of the 
significant role of civil society in the transition to democracy can be 
seen, among others, in the abolishment of apartheid in South Africa, 
national strike in Swaziland demanding for a democratic political 
system, national movement to reject one-party system in Malawi, 
and the overthrow of Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire (Makumbe, 1998).

Despite the progress made during the 1990s, Makumbe (1998) 
admitted that civil society in Africa still has many flaws. The main 
weakness was their dependency on foreign donors, whether it is 
international governmental institutions or other funding agencies. 
Such dependence consequently put their autonomy at stake, in a 
way that it is generally impossible for them to define their 
development agenda without having to accommodate the interest 
of the donors. Moreover, certain NGOs in the region ironically keep 
an undemocratic atmosphere within their organisation’s body, such 
as maintaining an authoritative system of governance on decision-
making process, and on hierarchical structure. They also maintained 
an undemocratic system in their internal leadership transition from 
the current leaders to their successors. It shows irony: these NGOs 
were supposed to challenge the undemocratic nature of the African 
governments, but they themselves kept practicing it their internal 
governance. 

In addition, there were also some issues related to the nature of 
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their foreign donors (Makumbe, 1998), especially regarding their 
public accountability. There was also the suspicion that the foreign 
donors, by purpose, limited the fund allocated to CSOs at a minimum 
level, making the CSOs unable to become self-reliant, thus 
legitimizing the donors to stay in Africa for a longer period.

Besides on a national level, CSOs in Africa was also actively 
involved at the regional basis, by organizing several regional civil 
society foras. Some of the avenues were issue-specific, while others 
cover a wide range of issues, covering different sub-region, i.e., 
Western Africa, Eastern Africa, and Southern Africa. One of the 
prominent region-wide civil society fora is the African Civil Society 
Forum (AfCSF), a regional forum jointly organized by the Conference 
of NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations 
(CONGO) and the African Women’s Development in Communication 
Network (FEMNET). The purpose of this forum, as claimed by the 
organizers, was 

“... to bring together representatives of national, regional and international NGOs 
from Africa to explore the most effective ways to build an independent platform 
in which African CSOs can freely work with the United Nations system as well as 
partner with and impact on African institutions such as the African Union, the 
UN Economic Commission for Africa and the New Partnership for African 
Development (NEPAD).” (vlex Kenya, n.d).” 

The recommendations which came out as the final result of the 
forum covers a wide range of issues, from achieving Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), democratizing governance, UN reform, 
and strengthening and self-assessment of civil society. However, 
what is unique is that the point of recommendations were targeting 
multi-levels of actors, from national, regional, and international 
levels. At the national level, the recommendations were aimed at 
both at civil society and the government of African countries, while 
at the regional and international levels they targeted the African 
Union and the UN, respectively. This probably is due to the close 
relations between the organizer of the forum and the UN, which is 
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then reflected on the agenda of the event.
Moving to another region, Leonardo Avritzer, in a book edited 

by Marlies Glasius, David Lewis, and Hakan Seckinelgin (2004), 
analyzed the factors which triggered the emergence of civil society 
movement in Latin American countries. The primary factor is the 
anti-societal approach applied by the authoritarian regimes in many 
of the Latin American states. This particularly happened in the 
Southern Cone countries, such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and to 
some extent, Colombia.The second reason is the emergence of 
neoliberal economic policies, especially in Chile and Mexico, 
followed by Peru and Brazil. Such an economic system facilitated 
the emergence of civil society movement because it occupied the 
alternative spaces, and threaten the survival of small-scale business. 

Furthermore, Avritzer proposed three models of civil society 
movement in the region (Avritzer, 2004). Firstly, the uncivil model, 
which has three features: a weak state that cannot guarantee the 
rights upon which civil society can exist; privatized social relations 
which caused the emergence of a market economy; and the non-
existence of political society. This model occurs mostly in the 
Andean region, where both state and market have the ability to 
transform society from civil to uncivil. The second type is the liberal 
civil society model, which was found in countries where the process 
of state construction has been successful, especially in Argentina 
and Chile. In this model, civil society takes part in securing 
accountability and the rule of law; they do not challenge the existing 
structure of political mediation, and act only when the political 
system fails to play its role. Lastly, the public participatory model. This 
movement grew in a place where the process of state construction 
is well consolidated.

To make an example of the engagement between civil society 
organization and a regional or sub-regional organization, it is 
interesting to look at the case of the Andean Community. The 
Community, formally established in 1996 but can be traced back up 
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to 1969, formerly consists of five South American countries, namely 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru, and since 1973 was 
joined by Venezuela. The initial form of the Community was Andean 
Pact, whose aim was to “reverse the stagnation of Latin American 
Association of Free Trade and to address the development needs of 
the Andean countries” (Creamer, 2003). During the 1980s, however, 
trade between the Andean countries declined due to trade 
preference reduction policy. In 1996, they finally reactivated the 
pact and added a new protocol to change its name and structure 
into a Community (Creamer, 2003). The formal goal of the 
establishment of the Andean Community is to achieve “more rapid, 
better balanced, and more autonomous development . . . through 
integration. (Comunidad Andina, n.d.a)” 

There are five areas of cooperation in the Community: social and 
political, environment, external relations, economic and trade, and 
institutional. The objective of social and political cooperation is to 
“contribute to national efforts to overcome poverty, exclusion, 
inequality and asymmetries by promoting civil society participation 
and boosting actions to deepen political cooperation, among others 
(Comunidad Andina, n.d.b).” It was reflected in the statement that 
civil society participation is one of the core elements in the social 
and political cooperation within the Andean Community. Civil 
society engagement can be found in several issues, i.e. the Working 
Committee on the Defense of Consumer Rights, Labor Consultative 
Council and Business Consultative Council, and the Consultative 
Council of the Andean Community Indigenous Peoples. On the first 
issue, the Community seeks the participation of civil society as part 
of a working committee in the defence of consumer rights, which 
they regard as a vital instrument for developing the capacity and 
potential of production and services as well as for ensuring that 
people’s interests are not harmed by unfair trade practices. The 
committee would then report its findings and recommendations to 
the Andean Council of Foreign Ministers or to the Andean Community 
Commission.



19

CHAPTER 2  Civil Society Engagement in ASEAN Regionalism: 
A Comparative & Historical Perspective 

Another working area where the participation of civil society is 
also recognized is the Andean Labor Consultative Council, whose 
member are the representative of labour organizations from each 
member state (SICE OAS, n.d). Meanwhile, the representative of the 
business sectors are also given opportunity for participating in the 
Community, through the Business Consultative Council. Both 
councils are responsible to provide recommendation related to 
their working areas to the Council of Foreign Ministers, the 
Commission, or the General Secretariat.

The case of Andean Community demonstrates that the (sub-) 
regional organization provides a space for the civil society elements 
to get involved in the process of regionalism. Although still limited 
on certain issues, the engagement between the Andean Community 
and the representatives of civil society has been institutionalized by 
establishing a mechanism for them to deliver their concerns directly 
to the organization. Meanwhile, the case of AfCSF shows that the 
recommendations from civil society can be delivered to different 
actors at the local, national, regional, or international level. There is 
a clear understanding among member of AfCSF which level of 
authority – whether the national governments, the African Union, or 
the UN, will be responsible for handling certain issues.

2.3 Historical Perspective
The first form of engagement between ASEAN and non-state 

actors was with the business sector, through the ASEAN Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (ASEAN-CCI). This engagement was mainly 
motivated by ASEAN’s economic agenda, which dominated the 
regional cooperation in its early years. With most of its founding 
members holding the status as newly independent states, it is 
understood that the governments of ASEAN wanted to focus more 
on domestic development, therefore pushing economic agenda 
ahead of other forms of cooperation. Despite this, the ASEAN-CCI 
proved to play a significant role in ASEAN’s policymaking; one of 
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their major contributions was the development of the ASEAN Free 
Trade Area (AFTA) (Collins, 2008).

Not long after the ASEAN-CCI was formed, the Parliaments of the 
ASEAN Member-States took the initiative to create the ASEAN Inter-
Parliamentary Organization (AIPO). As a non-governmental regional 
organization, interestingly, members of AIPO also include 
representative of the opposition parties. Established in 1977, the 
AIPO claimed to be the representatives of the citizens of ASEAN 
Member-States. Since its establishment up to 2006, AIPO held 27 
annual General Assemblies, with each of the members takes turn to 
host the event. In 2005, for the sake of effectiveness, an idea to 
change the name and the form of AIPO occurred. After a series of 
process, in 2007, following the agreement on the Statute of the 
ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly (AIPA) AIPO has changed into 
AIPA. AIPO/AIPA’s engagement with ASEAN can be seen, among 
others, through the routine meeting between both officials on 
certain issues (such as drugs, human rights, etc.), as well as their 
formal and informal involvement in the ASEAN Summits in which 
they were granted opportunities to meet the head of ASEAN 
Member-States.

The third model of engagement, and probably the most notable 
in the past two decades, was ASEAN engagement with a regional 
think-tank network, ASEAN Institutes for Strategic and International 
Studies (ASEAN-ISIS). This network was established in 1984, which 
members include national think-tanks such as Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS, Indonesia), Singapore Institute of 
International Affairs (SIIA), and the Institute for Strategic and 
Development Studies (ISDS, the Philippines). Think-tanks contributes 
significantly in ASEAN’s decision-making process through what is 
broadly known as the Track II Diplomacy. Their involvement in 
ASEAN regionalism is noticeable in many ASEAN policies and 
strategies, including the establishment of an ASEAN Community. 
Their strategic influence was made possible by the network’s close 
connectedness to the Senior Official Meeting (SOM) of ASEAN.
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Despite the above, ASEAN made only limited effort of engagement 
towards civil society organizations (CSOs) in the region. Until about 
twenty years ago, neither side had the initiative to engage with each 
other. According to Simon Tay and Lim May-Ann of the Singapore 
Institute of International Affairs, this was due to reciprocal negligence 
between ASEAN and the CSOs (Tay & Lim, 2009). On the one hand, 
civil society saw ASEAN as an elitist intergovernmental organization, 
who did not give space for the involvement of non-governmental 
elements in their policy-making process. Therefore, the CSOs 
preferred to aim their advocacy to the national governments or, in 
some cases, even bypassed ASEAN and brought their issues directlyl 
to the international/multilateral organizations, such as the UN and 
the World Bank. On the other hand, the governments of ASEAN 
themselves were unfamiliar with the concept and the works of 
CSOs, down to the decades of authoritarian ruling in several 
member countries. The fact that no space was given to civil society 
in their authoritarian domestic politics was also reflected in their 
attitude within ASEAN, which some would call “residual hesitancy”.

The turning point for civil society’s interest and attention towards 
ASEAN, as Collins (2008) describes, was the Asian financial crisis in 
1997/1998. This shift was due to ASEAN’s strategy to pursue greater 
economic integration to respond to the crisis and prevent its 
recurrence in the near future. The CSOs, at that time, started to 
concern about the impact of economic liberalization in the region 
towards the peoples of Southeast Asia, therefore began to pay 
attention on the policies made by the ASEAN. In addition, they also 
started to realize that ASEAN was, as it turned out, able to influence 
the domestic policies of its members, especially in the economic 
domain. Caballero-Anthony (2008) adds another factor which 
triggered civil society’s interest towards ASEAN, particularly in the 
mid-2000s, which is the drafting of the ASEAN Charter. A combination 
of the two elements resulted in the CSOs’ comprehension that 
ASEAN was a strategic target for their advocacy in the region (Collins, 
2008).
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On the other hand, at the same time, ASEAN also began to 
indicate the possibility for an engagement with civil society (Collins, 
2008). Through the declaration of the ASEAN Vision 2020, ASEAN 
foresees a region that is “being governed with the consent and 
greater participation of the people with its focus on the welfare and 
dignity of the human person and the good of the community [author 
emphasis] (ASEAN Secretariat, 2012b).” Such vision became more 
apparent in 2004, when ASEAN launched the Vientiane Action 
Program, which contains the action plan for the three pillars of 
ASEAN Community, including the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC). One of the main points in the action plan was that civil 
society will be engaged to provide inputs for policy choices (ASEAN 
Secretariat, 2012a). Non-committal as it may be, the point clearly 
suggests that ASEAN has started to consider engagement with civil 
society as part of the effort to create the so called ASEAN Community 
(Sundrijo & Marthinus, 2010).

One of the working evidence of this plan was the exertion of the 
ASEAN People’s Assembly (APA) under the ASEAN-ISIS coordination. 
The first APA was held in 2000 in Batam, Indonesia, and was 
attended by various elements of civil society in the region. This was 
the first civil society conference ever held in the region. Later, APA 
was formally acknowledged in several ASEAN documents, such as in 
the Vientiane Action Program (VAP), under the political development 
section, which mandated ASEAN to 

“… increase the participation of non-governmental organizations such as the 
ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Organisation (AIPO), the ASEAN People’s Assembly 
(APA), the ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ABAC), the ASEAN Institute for 
Strategic and International Studies (ISIS) …, in moving forward ASEAN political 
development initiatives [author emphasis] (ASEAN Secretariat, 2004).”

However, to some element of civil society who put a critical view 
on it, APA is considered as a cover for ASEAN’s effort (via ASEAN-
ISIS) to drive the agenda of civil society movement. This is due to 
several reasons. First, related to the organization of APA in which 
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the list of participants to the assembly was decided exclusively by 
the ASEAN-ISIS. This fact triggered the perception that ASEAN-ISIS 
was leading, or even dictating, the process of the assembly. This 
creates further perception that instead of creating a bridge between 
ASEAN and the people, ASEAN-ISIS acted more as a barrier for many 
civil society elements to communicate directly with ASEAN (Collins, 
2008). Second, there was also criticism about the gap between the 
ASEAN aim in engaging civil society, and the expectation of civil 
society in their engagement with ASEAN. ASEAN foresaw the role of 
civil society as limited to promoting ASEAN’s existence and agenda 
among fellow civil society, while civil society looked for a more 
strategic involvement, which is to contribute to the ASEAN’s decision-
making process (Collins, 2008).

Besides the two issues mentioned above, the reluctance of the 
authoritarian regimes of the ASEAN Member-States to engage civil 
society in the regional processes also created problems in organizing 
APA events. Collins argues that among the 10 ASEAN Member-
States at that time, around half of them were reluctant to build a 
close relationship with the civil society – namely the CLMV (Cambodia, 
Lao, Myanmar, and Vietnam), and Singapore (Collins, 2008). 
However implicit, such reluctance was apparent in the preparation 
process and the organizing of the 1st APA. ASEAN-ISIS as the 
organizers of APA initially approached the ASEAN Foundation for 
funding, yet their proposals were turned down twice, in 1999 and 
2000 – an indication that the ASEAN officials were not exactly in 
favour of the proposals as funding allocation for the ASEAN 
Foundation must be approved by all Senior Officials of ASEAN 
(Caballero-Anthony, 2005). To make things worse, there was also a 
problem regarding the venue chosen for holding the 1st APA. 
According to plan, it was supposed to be held in Singapore in 
accordance with the venue of the then-ASEAN Summit. However, 
due to what was mentioned as “political reasons”, the event was 
moved to Batam, Indonesia (Caballero-Anthony, 2005).
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A combination of all those problems, in the end, contributed to 
the APA’s unpopular acceptance among civil society in Southeast 
Asia. Even though APA survived to the 7th event in 2009, some 
dissatisfaction among the participants towards the assembly 
consistently occurred during the events. Furthermore, without any 
intention to replace or neglect the existence of APA, the CSOs felt 
that ASEAN-ISIS’ “bridging” role was no longer needed (Collins, 
2008). It is against this background that an initiative to hold an 
alternative regional civil society, the ASEAN Civil Society Conference 
(ACSC) forum emerged in 2005. This will be discussed further in the 
next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3                                                                                                                             

ACSC/APF – An Opportunity 
Comes with Many Challenges

3.1 Introduction
The fact that ACSC/APF has become an annual event and has 

been held in sixteen consecutive years is an indicator of civil society’s 
high expectations and steadying interests towards this event. More 
importantly, ASEAN itself has recognized the existence and the role 
of ACSC/APF, as shown in the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC) blueprint, calling to “… convene the ASEAN Social Forum and 
the ASEAN Civil Society Conference on an annual basis to explore 
the best means for effective dialogue, consultations, and cooperation 
between ASEAN and ASEAN Civil Society” (ASEAN, n.d.). Nevertheless, 
despite the high stature of ACSC, as we argue in this research, there 
are several issues regarding the organization and the governance of 
the ACSC/APF that lead to its inability to fulfil its mission as an 
advocacy forum.

This chapter aims to identify at which point the organization and 
the governance of ACSC/APF were ineffective and inefficient that 
further creates the inability argued above. Our flow of argument 
will be categorised in four sub-chapters. After this introduction, the 
second sub-chapter elaborates the story behind the birth of ACSC. 
The next sub-chapter elaborates the organization and the 
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governance of ACSC/APF from time to time, starting from the first 
event in 2005 until the latest one in 2020. To give a context, the 
discussion of all the 16 events will be grouped into two rounds, 
referring to the round of ASEAN chairmanship: the first round (the 
first ten) of ACSC/APF, and the second round (the last six of them). 
The final sub-chapter will present our analysis on the limitations of 
ACSC/APF so far, ended with a concluding statement. 

3.2 The Birth of the ASEAN Civil Society Conference (ACSC)1

There are two different perspectives on who first initiate the 1st 
ASEAN Civil Society Conference (ACSC) on the 7th to the 9th of 
December 2005 in Malaysia. According to Tay and May-Ann (2009), 
the Malaysian government, in its capacity as the ASEAN Chair and 
the host of the 11th ASEAN Summit, was the one who initiates this 
event. However, Caballero-Anthony (2008) argued differently. She 
believes that the idea for holding the event did not come from the 
Malaysian government, but from the ASEAN’s Eminent Persons 
Group (EPG). Member of EPG consisted of ten representatives of all 
ASEAN Member-States (all were government appointee), by then 
was led by Datuk Musa Hitam, the former Deputy Prime Minister of 
Malaysia and the Chairman of Malaysia’s Human Rights Commission. 
The EPG was assigned to develop a “bold and visionary” 
recommendation for the ASEAN Charter. It was encouraged by the 
leaders to conduct a series of consultations with the civil society and 
business groups. For that, EPG then invited the representatives of 
CSOs to gather in the forum that was known as the 1st ACSC, which 
also marked the beginning of a series of a consultation process 
(Caballero-Anthony, 2008). 

The organizer of the conference was Universiti Teknologi MARA 

1 This sub-chapter was taken from an unpublished research report titled “Civil Society 
and the Process of ASEAN Regionalism: A Content Analysis of the Statements of the 
ASEAN Civil Society Conferences (2005-2011)”, a research conducted by Dwi 
Ardhanariswari Sundrijo Bambang Hartadi Nugroho on November 2011 on behalf of 
Human Rights Working Group (HRWG).
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(UiTM). The organizing committee also included several Malaysian 
CSOs, such as the ASEAN Studies Centre, Third World Network, 
Yayasan Dakwah Islamiah Malaysia (YADIM), Angkatan Belia Islam 
Malaysia (ABIM), Peace Malaysia, and the Malaysian Environmental 
NGOs (MENGO). The conference was attended by more than 120 
participants, from both national and regional CSOs from all ten 
ASEAN Member-States. The participants represent various CSOs’ 
work field, including, women, students/youth, human rights, social 
justice, environment, health, consumers’ association, cultural 
heritage, migrants, and labour. At the end of the conference, the 
representatives of the participants were invited by the ASEAN 
leaders to present the conference report to the 11th ASEAN Summit,  
which marked as the first time that the civil society was granted 
direct access to the event (Tay & Lim, 2009). The report was then 
acknowledged in the Chairman’s Statement of the Summit. 
Furthermore, the statement also affirmed ASEAN support for the 
annual holding of the conference, side-line to the Summit, to which 
civil society is expected to submit their statement of recommendations 
(ASEAN Secretariat, 2012c).

The 1st ACSC was considered successful in attracting the attention 
and participation of CSOs in the region, as well as in building the 
path towards further engagement between ASEAN and civil society. 
It also successful in gaining civil society’s commitment to get involved 
in the drafting process of the ASEAN charter by attending several 
consultative meetings organized by the EPG soon after the 1st ACSC. 
Four consultative meetings were held during 2006: in Bangkok 
(February), in Manila (March), in Bali (April), and in Singapore (June). 
These meetings were complementary to the Track II meetings that 
the EPG had with the think-tanks under the ASEAN-ISIS network. 
After this series of consultation, the EPG finally submitted their 
recommendations on ASEAN Charter to the leaders during the 
Summit in Cebu, in January 2007 (Caballero-Anthony, 2008).

Despite the dissenting view on who first initiated the ACSC, it was 
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worth noting that Malaysia as the host country of the event allowed 
the participation of civil society in the  ASEAN Summit – the highest 
level of forum in ASEAN which involved the leaders of the ten ASEAN 
Member-States. It is thus interesting to see the reason behind this 
strategic movement. There are at least three possible explanations 
for that. First, from the dynamics of Malaysian domestic politics, 
which, particularly at that time, provided open spaces for 
development of civil society movement and organizations. With 
1,851 local and national NGOs, between 1990 and 2000, Malaysia 
was one of the three countries in the region with biggest number of 
NGOs (World Resource Institute, 2003 in Chandra, 2004). The other 
two countries were Indonesia and the Philippines. From this point 
of view, for Malaysia to come up with the idea, and then hosting the 
ACSC, was highly anticipated.

Despite the number, it is important to note that the political 
system in Malaysia, particularly during those years, was still 
considered as illiberal/pseudo-/quasi-democracy (Weiss, 2006). This 
is mainly when compared to Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines 
– which together with Malaysia (and Singapore) was the five founding 
members of ASEAN. The three countries have a relatively better 
democratic feature than Malaysia. This illiberal democratic was 
reflected through the practice of state’s power over society, where 
the government allows a certain degree of disagreement to occur, 
but still maintains the oppressive approach to control the action of 
its opponents (Weiss, 2006).

Another explanation offered by the domestic dynamics is closely 
related to Malaysia’s political situation at that time under the 
leadership of Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. Badawi, who 
was the leader of the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), 
had been considered as having a more moderate perspective 
towards the ideas of state’s control over society. In addition, since 
his early time in power, Badawi had always promoted the practice 
of good governance and implemented some popular policies, such 
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as anti-corruption and increasing efficiency in the public sector. 
Such policies, combined with his 2004 campaign strategy of not 
conducting personal attack on opposition leaders, have granted 
him a clean image in the eye of the public of Malaysia. One particular 
note in his anti-corruption policy was the establishment of the Royal 
Commission of Inquiry whose members include elements of 
government, civil society, and opposition party. The Royal 
Commission was part of the Malaysian police reform to improve its 
image, which was known for its lack of transparency, excessive use 
of force, and high levels of corruption (Moten & Mokhtar, 2006).

However, naturally, CSOs in Malaysia has been more closely 
related to the opposition party, which was the Barisan Nasional (BN) 
coalition, than to UMNO which has been the ruling political group 
since the country’s first election. In fact, CSOs played a significant 
role in the 1999 reformasi movement in the country, against UMNO 
as the ruling power. Liow (2005a) argues that late 1990s was the 
period when the role and contribution of civil society movement in 
Malaysia to the dynamics of domestic politics increased very 
significantly, as they advocating issues on good governance, social 
cohesion, and justice (Liow, 2005a). As a result, although in the end 
UMNO won the 1999 election, civil society’s awareness towards 
their strategic role in Malaysian domestic politics remained. This 
somehow explained why the civil society maintained its closeness 
to the opposition although the ruling party has engaged them and 
provided opportunity to get involved in the official processes. As 
Liow argued, “. . . civil society consciousness had taken root in 
Malaysia and that this consciousness would work in tandem with 
the increased opposition presence in the government to agitate 
and press for further change and democratization (Liow, 2005a, p. 
923).”

From this point of view, there are two possible explanations of 
why Malaysia decided (agreed) to host the first region-wide civil 
society forum. First, in one hand, this can be seen as the impact of 
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Badawi’s moderate ideology which naturally would provide a more 
open space for civil society’s participation and for them to play the 
‘watchdog role’. Second, on the other hand, this decision can also be 
seen as Badawi’s effort to gain wider support from the people who, 
particularly at that time, tended to lean more towards the opposition. 
It is later proven that the support that Badawi had shown was more 
symbolical than substantial; gaps were clearly noticeable between 
Badawi’s promise of a moderate approach and the practice in the 
field. The public’s expectation for the government’s more open and 
soft approach “… had been dampened by the administration’s strict 
actions and rhetoric” (Derichs, 2006, p. 168). It is then expected that 
in the 2008 election UMNO’s popular vote was dropped to only 51% 
(Weiss, 2009).

Malaysian’s unusual initiative to organization of the first ACSC 
can also be explained by the dynamic of regional interaction 
between countries in Southeast and East Asia. The period between 
2000 and 2005 was associated with the contestation of idea upon 
East Asian regionalism, particularly on the establishment of the East 
Asia Summit (EAS). One vital issue related to this is membership. 
Regarding this, ASEAN’s member-states were divided in two 
dissenting views. The first preferred for an exclusive membership of 
EAS, which would be limited only to the ASEAN Plus Three (ASEAN+3) 
members, namely the ASEAN-10 together with Japan, China, and 
South Korea. This idea was supported mostly by Malaysia as EAS 
was the continuation of the East Asia Economic Caucus (EAEC) 
proposed by the Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohammad. 
The Secretariat of EAS was expected to be in Kuala Lumpur and 
Beijing. The very idea of EAEC itself was to exclude the non-Asian 
states from its framework (Vaughn, 2005), therefore, it is understood 
that when EAEC then evolved into EAS, Malaysia wanted to maintain 
its exclusiveness. During the first Summit meeting held in Kuala 
Lumpur, Prime Minister Badawi reemphasized that Australia, 
together with India and New Zealand, do not belong to East Asia 
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and therefore should not expect to become part of the future East 
Asia community (Levett, 2005).

Malaysia’s proposal was challenged by other dominant powers 
in ASEAN, particularly Indonesia. History repeating itself. During the 
early 1990s, the debate between Mahathir Mohammad and 
Soeharto, the then Indonesia’s President, over this issue was so 
intense, with Indonesia eagerly blocking any effort proposed by 
Malaysia to push further the agenda of EAEC. Apart from the 
historical perspective, some also argued that challenging Malaysia 
on the exclusive membership of EAC was part of Indonesian’s effort 
to maintain its domination in ASEAN (Liow, 2005b). Regardless, 
supporting Indonesia, Singapore also rejected Malaysia’s proposal 
but based on different strategic consideration – that EAS’s exclusive 
membership would lead to China’s domination in the region, both 
in term of economy and security. It is feared that this would further 
reduce ASEAN’s centrality and provide China with opportunities to 
be at the driver’s seat. Japan and extra-regional powers such as the 
United States and Australia, shared this concern. At the end, the 
first EAS forum was inclusive, involving not only the Plus 3, but also 
Australia, India, and New Zealand as participants.

From this regional dimension, it can be inferred that Badawi’s 
administration had the tendency towards having a more significant 
and strategic position in the region. The initial idea of EAEC clearly 
indicated Malaysia’s ambition to play a bigger role in the Summit 
together with China, and in turn, to gain a higher posture within 
ASEAN. Such ambition was still seen during the establishment 
process of EAS which consequently failed to gain support from 
other four ASEAN’s founding members, particularly Indonesia. 
Arguably, Malaysia’s agreement to hold the first ACSC was part of its 
effort to further increase its influence in the region. Holding a 
region-wide civil society conference clearly help to improve 
Malaysia’s standing in ASEAN. The ACSC also helped to create an 
image of Badawi’s administration as a democratic and civil society-
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friendly government, particularly in comparison to his predecessors. 
To some extent, this effort had achieved its goal, because ACSC has 
since become an annual tradition among civil society organizations 
in the region, and Malaysia will always be acknowledged as the one 
who pave the way. 

Table 3.1 in the following page presents the highlights of the 
organization of ACSC from the first until the most recent one held in 
2020. 
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Table 3.1. Highlights of the Organization of ACSC

ACSC
No. of 

Participant

Connectedness to 
the Host 

Government

Connectedness to the 
ASEAN Summit

Notes on special occurrence Theme Organizers

1 - 2005
Malaysia

100 Initiated by the 
government, 
recognized.

Statement was delivered at 
the 11th summit, noted in 
Chairman’s statement

“Building a Common Future 
Together”

ASEAN Studies Center 
UiTM, and other local 
NGOs

2 - 2007
The 
Philippines

300 Unrecognized. The 
govt recognized APA 
instead.

Statement was not delivered. 
APA’s statement was delivered 
instead.

The Summit was postponed to January 
the following year.

“Creating a Sharing and Caring 
Community: Enhancing People’s 
Participation in Governance 
and Development”

SAPA

3 - 2007
Singapore

200 Unrecognized. Statement was not delivered. Government support the ACSC 2007 
organized by SIIA, attended only by 40 
participants

“Moving Forward- Building 
ASEAN+ People’s Agenda”

Regional (SAPA), and 
Local NGOs (UNI-APRO, 
Think Centre)

4 - 2008
Thailand

1,000 Fully supported by the 
govt. Thai FM was 
present in a dialogue 
with participants.

Statement delivered at the 
interface meeting.

Supposed to be on Dec. 2008, 
postponed to Feb. 2009
Thailand initiated the name APF, so it 
became ACSC/APF.
Delegates from Cambodia and Myanmar 
were denied from interface meeting.

Regional (SEACA), and 
local NGOs

5 - 2009
Thailand

500 Fully supported, 
including financially.

Interface meeting took place 
with only two representatives 
attending.

5 representatives denied (Myanmar, 
Cambodia, Lao, the Philippines, 
Singapore), 3 others walked out 
(Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia).

“Advancing a Peoples’ ASEAN: 
Continuing Dialogue”

Regional and Local 
NGOs

6 - 2010
Vietnam

700 Opened by Deputy PM No interface meeting Conference held 1 month before the 
Summit.
Tensions among local and regional 
NGOs.

“Solidarity and Action for 
People–oriented ASEAN”

Local NGOs

7 - 2011
Indonesia

1,300 Fully acknowledged, 
opening session 
attended by vice 
president.

Statement was delivered at 
the interface meeting

3 representatives were appointed by the 
govts (Brunei, Myanmar, Singapore)

“Claiming a People-Centered 
ASEAN for a Just Global 
Community”

Regional and Local 
NGOs.

CHAPTER 3  ACSC/APF – An Opportunity Comes 
with Many Challenges
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8 - 2012
Cambodia

1,200 The government made 
another civil society 
event instead.

Statement was presented in 
ASEAN Summit 

4 workshops were forced to move from 
ACSC/APF main venue that leads to the 
cancellation of those workshops 

“Transforming ASEAN into a 
People-Centered Community” 

Regional (Civil Society 
Committee) and local 
NGOs (National 
Steering Committee) 

9 - 2013
Brunei 
Darussalam 

300 Supported the event, 
appointing the CSOs 
who organized the 
ACSC/APF 

There was no interface 
meeting reported

Several limitations on some issues 
regarding sex workers and LGBTIQ+ 

“ASEAN: Building Our Future 
Together” 

Local NGOs, supported 
by regional CSOs

10 - 2014
Myanmar

Over 3,000 The government was 
still in a political 
transition, communi-
cate with the NOCs

Statement was not delivered. 
Interface meeting was 
cancelled 

Interruption from Malaysia, Cambodia, 
and Singapore governments

“Advancing ASEAN People’s 
Solidarity Toward Sustainable 
Peace, Development, Justice 
and Democratization”

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs

11 - 2015
Malaysia

1,500 Supporting the event, 
recognizing the event. 

Statement was submitted 
through the interface meeting.

Interruption from Cambodia and 
Singapore governments through 
replacing the CSO representatives

“A People Centered ASEAN 
Community: Making It Happen,” 

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs

12 - 2016
Timor Leste

800 Supporting the event 
and recognizing the 
event. 

No interface meeting, as 
ACSC/APF was held in a 
non-ASEAN Member-States. 

Timor Leste’s PM at that time, attended 
the event. 
There was a doubt whether Lao 
(ASEAN’s chairman at that time) could 
hold the event. 

“Expanding People’s Solidarity 
for a Just and Inclusive ASEAN 
Community” 

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs

13 - 2017
The 
Philippines

700 Supporting the event 
and recognizing the 
event. 

No interface meeting with the 
leaders, replaced by a meeting 
with representatives of 
government bodies.

“Beyond Boundaries: 
Strengthening People’s 
Solidarities for a Just, Equitable, 
and Humane Southeast Asia” 

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs

14 - 2018
Singapore

250 Unrecognized No interface meeting; ACSC/
APF was restricted financially 
and isolated from the leaders’ 
summit

There is a limitation for the participants 
and to some issues discussed. 

“Empowering People’s Solidarity 
Against All Forms of 
Discrimination” 

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs 

15 - 2019
Thailand

1,040 Setting some 
restrictions through 
asking a list of the 
participants 

Interface meeting took place 
during the ASEAN Summit in 
November, not during the 
conference itself in September. 

ACSC/APF was moved to another 
location as an act of protest to the 
government

“Advancing People’s 
Movements for Justice, Peace, 
Equality, Sustainability and 
Democracy in Southeast Asia” 

Regional (RSC) and local 
(NOC) NGOs

16 – 2020
Vietnam

Apprx 750 No interface meeting. it was held virtually for the region’s 
participants, while the Vietnamese 
participants were present in the venue. 

Southeast Asian People 
Solidarity for an Inclusive, 
Cohesive, and Responsive 
Community. 

CHAPTER 3  ACSC/APF – An Opportunity Comes 
with Many Challenges



35

3.3 An Event with Many Elements: ACSC/APF from Time to 
Time 

3.3.1 The First Round: Looking for an Appropriate Model2

Following the 1st ACSC in Shah Alam Malaysia, the 2nd ACSC was 
held in Cebu, the Philippines, in 2006. There was some controversy 
surrounding the event, due to the overlapping of two civil society 
conferences took place in the same country, at relatively same time. 
The government of Philippines, then the host of the ASEAN Summit, 
adopted the 5th APA as the officially recognized civil society forum of 
that year. APA itself, because of the growing perception that it has 
been part of ASEAN official processes, had suffered from public 
confusion about its status, whether it is a forum held by civil society 
for their fellow civil society, or a forum held by ASEAN to engage civil 
society (Tay & Lim, 2009). In this regard, despite not having official 
recognition from the ASEAN leaders, the Solidarity for Asian People’s 
Advocacy (SAPA) kept on going to organize the 2nd ACSC on the 10th 
to the 12th of December 2006, with the theme “Creating a Sharing 
and Caring Community: Enhancing People’s Participation in 
Governance and Development”. Amidst the weather forecast that 
said a storm was about to hit Cebu and reported terrorist attack in 
the city, the 2nd ACSC was successfully held on schedule.

In terms of the number of participants, the 2nd ACSC showed a 
significant increase compared to the previous event, with 
approximately 300 participants attending the conference. The 
participants were mainly representatives of Southeast Asian NGOs, 
but there were also representatives of CSOs from Australia, 
Bangladesh, France, Fiji, Hong Kong, India, Japan, the Netherlands, 

2 The first half part of this sub-subchapter which discussed the 1st up to the 7th ACSC/APF 
(from 2005 to 2007) was particularly taken from an unpublished research report titled 
“Civil Society and the Process of ASEAN Regionalism: A Content Analysis of the 
Statements of the ASEAN Civil Society Conferences (2005-2011)”, a research conducted 
by Dwi Ardhanariswari Sundrijo Bambang Hartadi Nugroho on November 2011 on 
behalf of Human Rights Working Group (HRWG)



36

Pakistan, South Africa, South Korea, Taiwan, the UK and the US.3 
This shows how this event was not only successful in providing an 
avenue for civil society in Southeast Asia to meet their fellow CSOs 
from the region, but that it had also successfully gained international 
attention and recognition. In the conference, the 300 participants 
discussed various issues, ranging from women and gender, social 
justice, labour, development, migrants, youth and children, 
environment, and up to the issue of human rights, democracy, and 
peace.4

In term of timing, there was a one-month gap between the 
organizing of the 2nd ACSC and the 12th ASEAN Summit. This is unlike 
the original idea which is to have the organization of ACSC during 
the same time with the ASEAN Summit to allow the interface meeting 
to happen. The gap was due to the sudden postponement of the 
Summit, from December 2006 to early January 2007. However, the 
organizers of ACSC were confident that this delay would not cause 
a setback for the ACSC; seeing it from the positive perspective, the 
delay would leave them ample time to prepare the proposals before 
the submission to the leaders. Hence, it was very disappointing for 
them that during the January 2007 Summit the government of the 
Philippines declined their request for an interface meeting.  Instead, 
the government invited the representatives of the 5th APA for a 
meeting to present the result of their assembly. This might showed 
that back then, even a considered more democratic country like the 
Philippines still had no trust and confident towards the civil society, 
and was still somewhat reluctant – maybe not ready – to develop a 
face-to-face communication with them.

The next ACSC was held in Singapore, where the 13th ASEAN 
Summit was also held. Compared to Cebu, this 3rd ACSC was even 

3 List of Participants, Annex to the 2nd ACSC Proceedings, Retrieved from http://www.
seaca.net/viewArticle.php?aID=964 on August 8, 2011 at 4.00 pm. The website is no 
longer accessible now.

4 Ibid.

http://www.seaca.net/viewArticle.php?aID=964
http://www.seaca.net/viewArticle.php?aID=964
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more problematic as around the same time two  different institutions 
organized two similar events using the same name. One was the 
ACSC 2007 organized by the Singaporean think-thank, Singapore 
Institute of International Affairs (SIIA) (see earlier explanation), led 
by its chairman, Simon Tay. This ACSC gained full support from the 
government of Singapore and was granted full acknowledgement 
from the ASEAN Secretariat. The secretariat participated actively in 
the forum by sending its four representatives, including Secretary-
General Ong Keng Yong who delivered a keynote address and 
agreed to bring the conference’s statement to the Summit. Despite 
its high stature, this conference was only attended by around 40 
participants (Tay & Lim, 2009).

The other event was the 3rd ACSC, organized by the Solidarity for 
Asian People’s Advocacy (SAPA) Working Group on ASEAN in 
collaboration with a local committee led by the Union Network 
International-Asia Pacific Regional Office (UNI-APRO) and Thought 
Centre Singapore (Public Forum, 2007). This conference was not 
officially recognized by ASEAN, and therefore was not granted 
interface session with the ASEAN leaders (Lopa, 2010). This 
conference was held on the 2nd to the 4th of November 2007 and was 
attended by around 200 participants. In a line with the theme, 
“Moving Forward: Building an ASEAN People’s Agenda”, the 
conference carried seven main objectives (People’s Agenda for 
Alternative Regionalisms, 2007):

1. To enrich and deepen civil society understanding of ASEAN 
and regional processes.

2. To take stock of civil society advocacy and engagement in 
ASEAN and regional processes. 

3. To provide a platform to discuss issues of common interest 
and ways to respond to those issues. 

4. To provide a space for common strategizing on broadly 
engaging common issues. 

5. To get a mandate for the ACSC to be a live process and not 
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just a conference or parallel event to the ASEAN Summit. 
6. To adopt common declaration and agenda of action for the 

ACSC, including research, advocacy, and action. 
7. To get a mandate for the 4th ACSC Thailand host committee 

for 2008.

It is important to note that this 3rd ACSC was held around  the 
adoption of the ASEAN Charter by the 2007 ASEAN Summit. 

The next ACSC was planned to be held in December 2008 in 
Thailand, around the time of the ASEAN Summit. However, due to 
the domestic political crisis, the Summit was postponed to February 
2009. Unlike during the 2nd one in Cebu, this time the organizer 
decided to also have the ACSC postponed. The 4th ACSC was then 
held together with the 1st ASEAN People’s Forum – following the 
initiative of government of Thailand as the host country. The name 
of the event thus became the 4th ACSC/ 1st APF. Like the 3rd ACSC in 
Singapore, the 4th ACSC/1st APF was initiated and organized by the 
civil society organizations themselves. This event was a joint work of 
Thailand local NGOs: People’s Empowerment Foundation, 
Sustainable Agriculture Foundation, Thai Volunteer Service 
Foundation; and regional NGOs or networks, i.e. ALTSEAN-Burma, 
Forum-Asia, Committee for Asian Women, Focus on the Global 
South, Southeast Asia Committee for Advocacy (SEACA), Towards 
Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA), and Union 
Network International-Asia Pacific Regional Office (UNI-APRO). 

A significant progress occurred in this conference was that a 
short dialogue session with the ASEAN Secretary-General and the 
Thai Foreign Minister was made possible. The representative of 
conference participatns were also granted a 30 minutes interface 
meeting with the ASEAN leaders during the Summit, within which 
they submitted their statement of recommendation. Unfortunately, 
the delegates from Myanmar and Cambodia were not allowed to 
join the meeting (Lopa, 2010) due to the objection coming from 
their respective leaders.
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Also, in 2009, the 5th ACSC/2nd APF was held on the 18th to the 20th 
of October, in Cha-am, Thailand. The organizing committee was 
those who organized the 4thACSC/ 1st APF. Unlike the previous four, 
in this conference the workshops were grouped into four clusters: 
three clusters following the three pillars of the ASEAN Community 
(ASEAN Economic Community, ASEAN Political Security Community, 
and ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community), and one additional cluster 
was dedicated to the environmental issues. The conference gained 
recognition and received some financial support from the Thai 
government (Lopa, 2010).

Despite the positive progresses, some incidents happened in 
this conference. First incident was the last-minute absence of the 
officials of the ASEAN Secretariates during the conference’s final 
day with no clear explanation. (APF, 2009). After the officials’ 
presence at the 4th conference held earlier that year, their absence 
in this conference marked a setback in ASEAN’s civil society 
engagement. Second incident happened during the drafting process 
of the statement of recommendation. Some civil society 
representatives from Cambodia and Myanmar – which later 
identified as government-organized NGOs (GONGOs) objected the 
mentioning of their respective country in the statement, as if they 
were reluctant to share the voice of the participants of the 
conference. As a result, for the first time, ACSC’s statement of 
recommendation includes dissenting voices.

The third incident took place in the interface meeting between 
the conference’s delegates and the ASEAN leaders during the 
Summit. Five out of ten ACSC representatives were rejected by their 
respective governments to join the meeting due to  objections. The 
delegates rejected were Khin Ohmar from Myanmar, Nay Vanda 
from Cambodia, Manichanh Philaphanh from Lao, Sister Crescencia 
L. Lucero from the Philippines, and Sinapan Samydorai from 
Singapore. Officials from government-sponsored agencies then 
replaced the Myanmar and Singapore delegates. The rejection and 
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replacement fostered strong reactions from the other delegates. As 
a form of protest, three of other delegates who were granted the 
permission, i.e. Yuyun Wahyuningrum from Indonesia, Moon Hui 
Tah from Malaysia, and Sawart Pramoonsilp from Thailand5, decided 
to walk out of the meeting. In the words of the organizing committee, 
the meeting was “utterly meaningless”.6

The next ACSC/APF was held in Hanoi, Vietnam on the 23rd to the 
26th of September 2010, adopting the theme of “Solidarity and 
Action for People–oriented ASEAN”. The organization of this forum 
was highly challenging, mainly because of the involvement of the 
government of Vietnam in the process. First, because of the arguably 
security and logistical considerations7, this forum was held one 
month prior to the 16th ASEAN Summit, also to be held in Hanoi. 
Further and detailed explanation about the so called ‘security and 
logistical considerations’ was not found anywhere. However, the 
consequence of this decision was clear, there would be no interface 
meeting with ASEAN leaders scheduled during the conference.   

Second, the involvement of government of Vietnam was clearly 
seen in term of the selection of the conference participants. The 
government strongly reject the application coming from two 
members of the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) 
(World Organisation Against Torture, 2010). FIDH was not a new 
comer, they had been participated actively in the past ACSC/APF. 
The reason for rejection was because one member of FIDH which 
based in Vietnam, the Vietnam Committee on Human Rights (VCHR), 

5 Retrieved from www.aseanpeoplesforum.org/more-apf-in-the-media/120.html on July 
22, 2011 at 6.00 pm. The website is no longer accessible now.

6 Statement from the organizers of the ASEAN People’s Forum/ASEAN Civil Society 
Conference 2009, Retrieved from www.aseanpeoplesforum.org/more-apf-in-the-
media/120.html on July 22, 2011 at 6.00 pm. The website is no longer accessible now.

7 Information initially found in Anoop Sukumaran, “Report on the 6th ASEAN People’s 
Forum, 23- 26th  September 2010,  Hanoi”, retrieved from www.srlan.org/beta/
images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc on August 3 2011 at 2.15 pm. The 
website is no longer accessible now.

http://www.aseanpeoplesforum.org/more-apf-in-the-media/120.html
http://www.aseanpeoplesforum.org/more-apf-in-the-media/120.html
http://www.aseanpeoplesforum.org/more-apf-in-the-media/120.html
http://www.srlan.org/beta/images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc
http://www.srlan.org/beta/images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc
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had been consistently conducting provocative movements against 
the government. In general, the Vietnam government was never 
clear in their reasons of why accepting or rejecting the application 
for participation at ACSC/APF. The government was also considered 
as not collaborating well with their national CSOs. The CSOs,  
included, among others, the Institute for Studies of Society, 
Economy, and Environment (iSEE), Asia Indigenous Peoples Pact 
(AIPP), and Legal Rights and Natural Resources Center8,  latter run 
the conference during the D-days. 

Apart from the unproductive involvement of the government of 
Vietnam during the preparation, some tensions occurred between 
the local organizing committee and the regional NGOs. Unlike how 
it was before, the Vietnam LOC was rather resistant to the idea of 
having regional-level-NGOs participating in the conference; they 
initially insisted that opportunity should be given more to local and 
national NGOs, as well as mass organizations and people’s 
movements. In the end, both party agreed that the regional NGOs 
could participate in the forum.9

Despite the many challenges, the forum was successfully held 
with around 700 participants. It officially opened by the Deputy 
Prime Minister of Vietnam. It was also attended by the by the Deputy 
Secretary-General of ASEAN for Community and Corporate Affairs.10 

Following Hanoi, the 7th ACSC/4th APF, took place in Jakarta, 
Indonesia on the 3rd to the 5th of May 2011, only several days in 
advance to the 18th ASEAN Summit. There was no report of any 
direct intervention from the government of Indonesia to the 

8 Retrieved from http://isee.org.vn/uploads/download/you4share.com_4d09784b639fd.
pdf on August 3, 2011, 1.35 p.m The website is no longer accessible now.

9 Information initially found in Anoop Sukumaran, “Report on the 6th ASEAN People’s 
Forum, 23- 26th  September 2010,  Hanoi”, retrieved from www.srlan.org/beta/
images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc on August 3 2011 at 2.15 pm. The 
website is no longer accessible now. 

10 Retrieved from http://www.aseansec.org/25257.htm on August 3, 2011 at 2.31 p.m 
The website is no longer accessible now.

http://isee.org.vn/uploads/download/you4share.com_4d09784b639fd.pdf
http://isee.org.vn/uploads/download/you4share.com_4d09784b639fd.pdf
http://www.srlan.org/beta/images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc
http://www.srlan.org/beta/images/Report_on_the_6th_ASEAN_People.doc
http://www.aseansec.org/25257.htm
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organization of the conference. Like previous conferences, this 
forum was also organized in by national/local NGOs in corporation 
with regional NGOs. It was attended by participants representing 
NGOs working on various issues, including human rights, children, 
women, social justice, the disabled, and fishermen. The three-day 
conference was officially opened by the Indonesian Vice President, 
Mr. Boediono who delivered a speech highlighting the importance 
of NGOs’ involvement in the regional decision-making process. This 
indicated Indonesia’s government’s support towards ACSC/APF in 
particular as well as its openness towards civil society’s participation 
in ASEAN processes in (Sundrijo, 2011). 

The first day of the conference included plenary sessions which 
was attended by an estimated number of 1,300 participants, which 
marks the highest attendance to date. It was also the first time 
where the issues of  lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender/transsexual, 
intersex, and queer (LGBTIQ) were discussed in the forum where 
the representatives of the groups were provided the opportunity to 
speak their minds freely and openly, expressing their concerns and 
interests. 

In the conference’s statement which included 143 points of 
recommendations, concerned related to human security, human 
rights, and the improvement of the human’s quality of life, were 
considered as cross-cutting issues discussed across all three pillars 
of  ASEAN, i.e. Economic, Political-Security, and Social and Cultural. 
In addition, the statement also included two non-pillar topics, those 
are: environment and health issues. By the end of the conference, 
ten representatives of the participants were granted an informal 
meeting with the ASEAN leaders. Among them, seven individuals 
were selected by the people (from Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam) while, the rest 
were appointed by their respective governments (Brunei, Myanmar, 
and Singapore). Regarding this, Debbie Stothard, coordinator of the 
ALTSEAN-Burma, said that 
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“… it was farcical that the governments had hijacked the NGO-driven process 
and that a democratic host like Indonesia had to compromise with the more 
authoritarian voices in the regional grouping preaching about people-centred 
community-building.” (Bangkok Post, 2011).

Regardless, the interface meeting was considered as successful 
and satisfactory. Representative of Indonesian, Indah Sukmaningsih 
of the Institute of Global Justice, was quoted saying, “Before this, we, 
as the people, have had to listen very carefully to what our leaders 
say. This time, the first time in my life, I witnessed the leaders keep 
quiet and listen to their people.” She added that the ASEAN leaders 
were “learning to listen and listening to learn” from their people.11

As Cambodia was the chairman of ASEAN in 2012 the ACSC/APF 
that year was held in Phnom Penh, on the 29th to the 31st of March. 
The event was intervened by the government in so many different 
ways. A couple of days before the scheduled ACSC/APF, the 
government organized a ‘parallel event’ using the same name 
(Haller, 2012). The event, apparently was held to create confusion 
among civil society members, was attended by 200 participants, 
who were mostly Cambodian university students. 20 representatives 
of CSOs from Lao, who were barred from exiting Lao to participate 
in the real ACSC/APF event, were picked up from the border by 
officers from Lao embassy in Phnom Penh and were made to attend 
the government organized forum. To make the parallel event 
complete, the government also organized the known ‘interface 
meeting’ and inviting some selected “government-friendly” civil 
society organizations (GONGOs) to meet with ASEAN representatives 
(Estabillo, 2012). This intervention was widely condemned and 
boycotted by CSOs from Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia.

Cambodia’s government also attempted to stop the real ACSC/

11 “CSOs ‘pleased’ with meeting with ASEAN leaders”, retrieved from http://www.
thejakartapost.com/news/2011/05/08/csos-%E2%80%98pleased%E2%80%99-with-
meeting-with-asean-leaders.html on August 4, 2011 at 11.50 a.m. The website is no 
longer accessible now.

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2011/05/08/csos-%E2%80%98pleased%E2%80%99-with-meeting-with-asean-leaders.html
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2011/05/08/csos-%E2%80%98pleased%E2%80%99-with-meeting-with-asean-leaders.html
http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2011/05/08/csos-%E2%80%98pleased%E2%80%99-with-meeting-with-asean-leaders.html
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APF for happening by putting pressure to the owner of the hotel in 
which the conference was planned to take place to cancel the 
bookings. However, this did not work, and the opening of the event 
took place as planned. 1,200 participants attended the conference, 
consisted of members of grass root organizations, CSOs, NGOs and 
INGOs, as well as activists, academics, and media. Before the final 
day of the conference, the venue was forced to move to La Palaranda 
Hotel, which was quite far from the initial venue, as the government 
threatened to cut off the electricity in the main venue if the 
conference would be run as planned (Community Peace Building 
Network, Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact, & Burma Partnership, 
2012). Because of this urgent movement, three workshops needed 
to be canceled, i.e. workshops on land rights, on eviction and 
environmental issues, and one workshop on Burma’s current 
political and human rights situation and the challenges this poses to 
the country’s chairmanship of ASEAN in 2014. This cancellation 
brought disappointment and concerned particularly to those who 
represented the voice of the people of Burma. The many 
interruptions enacted by the government of Cambodia were 
perceived by many as an attempt to limit the people’s freedom of 
expression (Haller, 2012), and to prevent a critical and productive 
dialogue between civil society groups in ASEAN from happening 
(Estabillo, 2012). 

Despite all the obstacles, the event still managed to produce a 
Joint Statement of the 2012 ASEAN Civil Society Conference/ASEAN 
People’s Forum as the conference outcome. Included in the 
statement were 168 recommendations covering issues on economic 
and environment (42 recommendations), social and cultural (80 
recommendations), and political security (46 recommendations). 
Socio-cultural issues acknowledged, were, among others, LGBTIQ 
rights, indigenous people, migrant workers, other migrant issues, 
child rights, youth, right to quality education, female sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, youth sexual reproductive health, 
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and person with disabilities.  
The following ACSC/APF took place in Jerudong, Brunei 

Darussalam, on the 6th to the 8th of April 2013. In this conference, 
the ASEAN civil society reaffirmed their commitment to enhancing 
mutual understanding and building solidarity, unity, and cooperation 
amongst the people of ASEAN in the process of building an ASEAN 
community and advocating a people-centred ASEAN based on 
human rights (Forum Asia, 2013). Rather expectedly, government of 
Brunei made some strategic intervention on the organization of the 
event. They decided who would be the organizing committee and 
put limitations on issues to be discussed during the conference. 
Issues related to sexual orientation, gender identity and gender 
expression (SOGIE), sex work, and sexual and reproductive health 
rights, were strongly prohibited. The conference statement of 
recommendation covered some general ideas related to human 
rights and the establishment of a human rights court in ASEAN, 
democracy and freedom of expression, migrant worker’s rights and 
environmental framework that involved the marginalized 
(indigenous people, women, peasants, farmers, and fisherfolk). 

Following the rotation of ASEAN Chairmanship, the following 
ACSC/APF was held in Myanmar. Before 2014, the Myanmar 
government had reaffirmed ASEAN and the international community 
about their commitment to being a transparent, democratic, and 
rights-based government. ASEAN allowed Myanmar to hold the 
2014 chairmanship to encourage Myanmar to do more reforms 
towards establishing good governance (Human Rights in ASEAN, 
2014). As the chairman of ASEAN, Myanmar’s government also 
committed to host the ACSC/APF. The conference was held on the 
21st to the 23rd of  March, attended by around 1,200 participants, 
who were a member of CSOs from Myanmar and other ASEAN 
countries, as well as from Timor Leste, along with participants from 
UN agencies, embassies, and international NGOs (Human Rights in 
ASEAN, 2014). As acknowledged Ban Ki-Moon, the UN Secretary-
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General, Myanmar’s chairmanship in ASEAN provided the country 
with a good opportunity for building on its socio-economic progress 
and democratic transition (Padden, 2011).

In general, the ACSC/APF, organized solely by Myanmar’s CSOs, 
left a remarkable impression on the attendees. Unfortunately, the 
interface meeting did not happen as the government of Cambodia, 
Malaysia, and Singapore refused the participation of civil society 
representatives from the their own countries, and insisted to 
replace them with their preferred representatives (ACSC/APF, 2014). 
This strong intervention resulted in the cancellation of the meeting. 
Regardless of that, the other representative of member-states was 
still praising the work of the committee; with approximately 3,000 
participants coming from all over the region, the 2014 ACSC/APF 
was the biggest civil society forum ever happened in the region. 

The statement document of the 2014 ACSC/APF had a particular 
section on Myanmar’s peace process, transition after 60 years of 
civil war. Truth, transparency, accountability, social justice, and trust 
were identified as aspects that Myanmar needed to establish in 
order to maintain sustainable peace. Myanmar democratization 
process needed to reinstate fundamental rights and freedoms, 
including the reform of 2008 Constitution. A reform in economic 
policies also required to protect the people’s quality of life. A topic 
on peace also takes a significant part in the statement. In addition, 
the statement also strongly recommended for Points on a Regional 
Dispute Prevention and Settlement Mechanism to be included in 
the future review of ASEAN Charter. 

3.3.2 The Second Round: A Business Runs as Usual
By 2015, ACSC/APF had made a full cycle of hosting rotation 

among the 10 ASEAN Member-States (except Lao, with two 
conferences were held in Thailand) and is now back to Malaysia as 
the hosting country. After initiating the first ACSC in 2005, Malaysia 
organized the event again in April 2015, but this time in Kuala 
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Lumpur. Promoting the theme of “Reclaiming the ASEAN Community 
for the People”, it seems that Malaysia is pushing ASEAN towards 
the direction of being an organization that genuinely has the 
interests of the people at heart (Ho, 2015). The workshops of this 
conference were rounding around four big themes: (1) justice in 
development, (2) democratic processes, governance, fundamental 
rights and freedoms, (3) peace and security, and (4) discrimination 
and inequality (Ho, 2015). In this ACSC/APF, Democratic Voice of 
Vietnam held a campaign titled #NOTAGONGO to raise the 
participants’ awareness regarding issues of GONGOs as a systemic 
problem in the region, especially in Vietnam. 

The 2015 ACSC/APF  was also challenged by member-states 
contraproductive intervention. The government of Cambodia again 
disapproved the participation of the representative of Cambodian 
CSO in the forum. The government managed to replace them with 
government officials who were arguably members of Cambodian 
GONGOs. The government of Singapore also appointed their 
representative as the conference attendance while this person was 
never participating in the ACSC/APF process, not even in the national 
consultation processes (The Thai NGO Coordinating Committee on 
Development, 2015). This interruption resulted in the withdrawal of 
125 Thai participants as a form of solidarity with their Cambodian 
and Singaporean fellows. 

The 2015 ACSC/APF statement of recommendation consists of 
27 points divided into two big parts: Overarching Recommendations 
(7 recommendations) and Recommendations Specific to the 
Continuing Regional Priorities (20 recommendations). In the 
overarching recommendations, the ACSC/APF urged ASEAN 
Member-States to uphold international human rights principles and 
standards through strengthening the mandate of AICHR, ACWC, 
ACMW, and future human rights mechanisms. The specific 
recommendations consists of four main topics following the themes 
of the event, those are (1) ensuring development justice, (2) 
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protecting democratic processes, governance, and fundamental 
rights and freedoms, (3) committing to peace and security, and (4) 
ending discrimination and inequality. 

As Lao was the chairman of ASEAN for 2016, in August 2015, 
CSOs in Southeast Asia delivered their statement of concern to the 
2015 ACSC/APF  Steering Committee regarding the 2016 ACSC/APF 
(ACSC/APF 2015, 2016). The statement, endorsed by fifty-four 
organizations, was mainly about Lao’s unsatisfying human rights 
record. They were basically worried that the government would not 
allow for human rights issues to be discussed in the conference. 
Their concern was referring to experiences happened during 
previous ACSC/APFs when a group of Lao (government approved) 
CSOs expressed their objection to the ACSC/APF’s positions towards 
issues on LGBTIQ, indigenous peoples, multi-party systems and 
democracy, as well as about the disappearance of Sombath 
Somphone12 (Rights and Resources, 2015). They were also  concerned 
that the government of Lao would take over the organization of the 
ACSC/APF which might indicate that the forum would serve more 
the interest of the government of Lao and less the interest of the 
civil society in the region. 

Due to the concerns, the 2016 ACSC/APF that was supposed to 
be held in Lao was moved to Timor Leste. By then, Timor Leste had 
submitted a membership application to ASEAN (in 2011), had 
become a member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) since 2015, 
and has signed the ASEAN Treaty on Amity and Cooperation in 2007 
(Khoo, 2019). But still, in 2016 Timor Leste was (and is still up to the 
writing of this book) not a member of ASEAN. Hence, the appointment 
of this country to host the ACSC/APF was indeed never expected, 
and can be considered as a great milestone representing a strong 

12 Sombath Somphone is Lao civil society leader who was last seen at a police checkpoint 
on a busy street in Vientiane in December 2012. Footage from a CCTV camera showed 
that Sombath’s jeep was stopped at the checkpoint and that unknown individuals 
forced him to get into another car and drove him away (International Commission of 
Jurists, 2019). 
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statement of the civil society in the region to support the country’s 
future membership in ASEAN. The conference took place in Dili, 
Timor Leste, on the 2nd to the 5th of August 2016 (Hanung, 2016). 

The three-day conference was attended by 420 participants from 
the region and 555 participants from Timor Leste (Government of 
Timor Leste, 2016). Rui Maria de Araújo,  the then prime minister of 
the country, fully supported active participation of Timor Leste’s 
CSOs in the conference. The Prime Minister himself attended the 
conference and participated actively in an open discussion with the 
participants. 

There were 21 points of recommendation listed in the CSO 
Statement as the outcome of the conference. Most of the points 
demanded ASEAN to be more open and to engage civil society in a 
more constructive way, and demanded the ASEAN Member-States 
to hold accountability and transparency in their national governance. 
What makes this statement noteworthy, was the insertion of three 
specific demands which are on (1) full ASEAN membership of Timor 
Leste, (2) for member-states to seriously review and commit to the 
implementation of the ACSC/APF recommendations, not only of the 
2015 one, but also of those of the preceding years, and (3) for ASEAN 
to consistently commit to engaging all stakeholders through 
multifaceted dialogue and capacity building (ACSC/APF 2015, 2016). 
In the previous ACSC/APF Statement, there was never any section 
with such strong and specific demands like this. 

After the considered successful 2016 ACSC/APF in Dili, the next 
conference took place in Quezon City, the Philippines, on the 10th to 
the 14th of November 2017. This year’s conference addressed peace, 
justice and human rights, development, and democratization in 
ASEAN towards the attainment of sustainable peace and 
development (Forum Asia, 2017). The relations between the 
government of the Philippines and CSOs at that time were good, as 
it has been since the People Power Revolution in 1986 (even though 
the democratic space of CSOs still very much depends on the 



50

character of the ruling government). Under this good term of 
relationship, a kind of ‘interface meeting’ was held as part of the 
2017 ACSC/APF facilitated by the Philippines Department of Foreign 
Affairs. However, the meeting was not considered an interface 
meeting as it was held with representatives of government bodies, 
instead of with the heads of the government (the leaders) as in the 
usual interface meeting. 

The 2017 ACSC/APF statement of recommendation was quite 
different from the others in terms of its structure. The points of 
recommendation were not divided according to the three ASEAN 
pillars, but by the five groups of issues discussed in the workshops, 
known as the ‘Convergence Spaces’. This term was then adopted as 
part of the ACSC/APF future mechanism, replacing the term 
‘thematic workshop’ used before. The topics discussed in the five 
convergence spaces were (1) Assert People’s Needs and Rights, not 
Corporate Greed and Power, (2) Uphold Just and Lasting Right to 
Peace, (3) Respect, Protect and Fulfil Human Rights and Ensure 
Access to Justice, (4) Decent Work, Living Wage, Essential Services, 
Human Capacity Development and Social Protection for All, and (5) 
Protect the Rights of Migrant Workers, Refugees, and other Migrants 
and their Families. 

As the next ASEAN chairman, Singapore hosted the ACSC/APF on 
the  2nd  to the 4th  of November 2018. This year conference focused 
on six themes, i.e., (1) Just and Sustainable Development, (2) Safe 
Movement of Migrants, (3) Peace and Security, (4) Human Rights 
and Access to Justice, (5) Life with Dignity, and (6) Against All Forms 
of Discrimination (ACSC/APF, 2018). Following the previous ACSC/
APF, the event this year also consisted of convergence spaces for 
the participants to discuss the six issues. Unlike how it is usually, the 
Singapore NOC set some limitations on the conference’s 
organization, such as limiting the number of attendance to a 
maximum of 200 participants, as well as setting a restriction on 
topics to be discussed in the conference - some considered as a 
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sensitive topics were not allowed in the conference (Bruno, 2018). 
Unfortunately, yet not unexpectedly considered the consistent thick 
intervention of the government of Singapore in previous ACSC/
APFs, the 2018 ACSC/APF was restricted financially by the 
government and also was isolated from the leaders’ summit. Hence, 
there was no interface meeting happened this year.

Following the format of the recommendations on the previous 
year, the statement of ACSC/APF was also structured based on the 
six convergence spaces. There were 50 points of recommendation 
altogether, with the highest number (12 points) were from the 
section on promoting just and sustainable development. 

The following ACSC/APF was held in Thailand on the 17th to the 
19th of September 2019, particularly in Bangkok. Before the 
beginning of the event, there was a counterproductive intervention 
by the Thai government through its Ministry of Social Development 
and the Thai Security Agency. They required a submission of the list 
of around 1,000 ACSC/APF registered participants for a screening 
(Thai PBS World, 2019). To avoid this, the organizer decided to move 
the venue of the conference outside Bangkok; it was initially planned 
to be held in a hotel in the Pratunam area in Bangkok, then was 
moved to Thammasat University’s Rangsit campus which was 
located just outside Bangkok. Shadowed by this act of protest 
towards the government intervention in the preparation of the 
conference, this year ACSC/APF was considered as successful, 
especially because the committees managed to secure an interface 
meeting with the leaders, which happened during the ASEAN 
Summit in November (more than a month after the ACSC/APF itself) 
(Sutthichaya, 2019). This was the first interface meeting after three 
years of absence.

Like the previous two ACSC/APF statement of recommendation, 
the 2019 Statement was also structured following the conference’s 
seven convergence spaces. In addition, there was also a section 
dedicated particularly to an elaboration of the alternatives future 
directions of ACSC/APF.
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The latest ACSC/APF was held in Hanoi, Vietnam from the 5th to 
the 7th of November 2020. It was held partly virtually due to the 
current pandemic outbreak: Vietnamese participants attended the 
forum physically at the Center for Women and Development in 
Hanoi, while the rest of the participants attended the forum via a 
virtual platform.  There were approximately 750 joinings (both 
physically and virtually) (APF 2020, n.d.). One interesting thing to 
highlight in this year’s forum is that the organization chose to use 
ASEAN Peoples’ Forum 2020 as the official name of the event, 
instead of ACSC/APF as in previous years (APF 2020, 2020). The 
event’s format remains the same, i.e., a plenary session followed by 
eleven convergence spaces. 

From the eleven convergence spaces, participants came up with 
20 points of recommendations. One particular point was on 
COVID-19, on how to combat the pandemic through providing 
sufficient fund to support the public health systems, and how to 
make the COVID-19 testing and vaccine available for free for all. It is 
worth noting that the recommendation also includes a point 
acknowledging the participation of some artists and cultural workers 
in the conference. This group of civil society has been participated 
in the previous ACSC/APFs, but their presence has never been 
adequately mentioned in the statement. Recommendations about 
internet access also highlighted in the Statement. Participants agree 
that internet access should not be limited, particularly as it is a 
crucial tool of communication in the current pandemic time. Another 
important part of the statement is the people’s suggestion on the 
alternative model of ASEAN people and government’s engagement.

3.4 The (un)Expected Failure
This section of the chapter discusses the findings of the 

assessment of sixteen consecutive ACSC/APF that was held from 
2005 until 2020. As explained earlier and elaborated above, this 
research assumes that ACSC/APF so far has not been utterly 
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successful in its mission to deliver the message from the people to 
the ASEAN leaders. In this subchapter, we explain the possible 
reason for the unsuccesfulness by identifying some limitations in 
the  governance and the organization of ACSC/APF. The identification 
was made through document analysis research method, which 
provides a systemic procedure for researchers to review and 
evaluate documents (Bowen, 2009). The documents we worked on, 
we found from both open sources, institutional/organisational 
archives, as well as personal documentations. Those include news 
and opinion from mass media, press releases, newsletter, and 
official documents such as reports and minutes of meetings. We 
also refer to certain academic publication, such as relevant books 
and journal articles.

In this section, the identification of the limitations of ACSC/APF 
so far will be grouped in to two: the organization, and the governance. 
In the subsection of organization, we discussed the two forums held 
during ACSC/APF, i.e., (1) the workshops – up to the 2017 event was 
known as ‘thematic workshops’ and then called ‘convergence spaces’ 
afterwards, and (2) the interface meeting – what happened with, 
during, and after the meeting. In the second subsection on 
governance, we will discuss (1) the participants’ expectation towards 
ACSC/APF, and (2) a brief overview about the relations between the 
Regional Steering Committee (RSC) and the National Organizing 
Committee (NOC). The elaboration of all will help us understands 
why ACSC/APF is not strong enough to carry its mission. 

3.4.1 On the Organization of ACSC/APF
• The Workshops 

The core of ACSC/APF is the organization of a series of ‘thematic 
workshops’, or since the 2017 forum was labelled ‘convergence 
spaces’. These workshops are related to the big theme chosen for 
the respective ACSC/APF. During the workshops, participants were 
provided an opportunity to actively engage and interact with each 
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other to gain more insights and raise wider awareness about the 
significance of the issues discussed. The workshops also facilitate 
the participants with a networking opportunity, empower them for 
running a regional campaign, or other policy advocacy movements 
to better the people’s quality of life. From the discussion during 
these thematic workshops, the ACSC/APF develop the statement of 
recommendation that would be delivered to the ASEAN leaders 
during the interface meeting (discussed in the next subsection). 

Topics discussed in the workshops were widely varied. During 
the earlier ACSC/APF the topics were grouped according to the three 
ASEAN pillars, i.e., political-security, economic, and socio-cultural, 
sometimes the fourth and fifth pillar on the environment and health 
were also added. However, since the idea of convergence spaces 
was introduced in 2017, the ACSC/APF organized the workshops 
around some agreed convergent themes, they were (the themes 
that were discussed since 2017):

• Against All Forms of Discrimination
• Alternative Regionalism
• Culture and the Arts
• Ecological Sustainability (discussed in 2 ACSC/APF)
• Human Rights and Access to Justice (4 times)
• Innovation, New and Emerging Technologies and Digital 

Rights (2 times)
• Just and Sustainable Development
• Life with Dignity (4 times)
• Migrant and Migration (4 times) 
• Peace and Security (4 times)
• Racial Discrimination and Religious Extremism
• Trade, Investment, and Corporate Power (3 times)
• Transformative and Solidarity Economy 

Some would argue that the very long and diverse topics represent 
the wide range of issues that the people face daily at the street level, 
that is of the interest of the ACSC/APF participants. However, we 
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must also admit that the very long and diverse topics make ACSC/
APF look more like a hypermarket that offers everything with less 
speciality and focus. When ACSC/APF were usually only two to four 
days long with too many issues to discussed, it left nearly no room 
for participants to elaborate on each topic in an in-depth manner. 
The so-called workshops then tend to be just a sharing session for 
issues identification. This further resulted in a document of 
recommendation that looks more like a shopping list that includes 
everything with limited substantial elaboration required to attract 
the policy maker’s attention. From this perspective, the thematic 
workshop/convergence spaces can be considered more as a useful 
forum for participants to know each other and to share information, 
but less effective than expected in their mission for issue elaboration 
to produce a strong and strategically analysed policy 
recommendation.

• The Interface Dialogue
The interface meeting should ideally be the highlight of the 

conference. This is the only opportunity during the ACSC/APF where 
the representative of the participants gets the chance to meet the 
ASEAN leaders and deliver the ideas – that has been discussed 
during the workshops – directly to them. In the forum, it is expected 
that there will be a two-way conversation between both sides. The 
forum is particularly significant to CSOs coming from member-
states whose government is unfriendly with them, such as those 
from Cambodia, Lao, Vietnam, and  Myanmar. They were hoping 
that the meeting they have with their respective government during 
the interface will open the door for further dialogue opportunity 
between them back at home. It is also expected that the dialogue 
during the interface meeting will help the government of member-
states to understand the real problem and the threat to human 
security that the people are facing.

In the 16 times of ACSC/APF organization so far, unfortunately, 



56

only six interface meetings happened. Out of the six, not all attended 
by a complete ten leaders, and not all can be joined by the real 
representatives of the people from the ten countries. It seems that 
the leaders have too many political interests/concerns towards the 
forum. In the case of some interface meetings, they decided who – 
among the participants of the ACSC/APF, were allowed and who 
were not allowed to be at the meeting with them. In some cases, 
certain leaders rejected the CSO representatives of their own 
country, instead appointed other representatives of (government-
appointed) CSO as replacement. The concerns related to 
representation seems to be a strategic issues for some of the 
leaders, sometimes even leading to the cancellation of the whole 
interface meeting. 

At the same time, it seems that the leaders have too little interests 
to what is spoken in the forum. They cannot be care enough about 
following up the recommendations in the way it is expected to fulfil 
the needs of the people. Hence, the recommendations handed to 
them during the interface meeting are barely considered by the 
leaders for making a change in their behaviour and perception, not 
to mention decision and national law/regulation related to the 
concerned point of recommendation. Realising this situation, the 
participants of the 2016 ACSC/APF particularly demanded the 
leaders commitment on the implementation of the their statement 
of recommendations throughout the years.

All and all, the interface dialogue that  supposedly provide the 
opportunity for CSOs to  voice their concern directly to their leaders 
apparently does not really work as expected. It fails to function as 
an effective means of policy advocacy. 

Furthermore, unfortunately, so far, the ACSC/APF ended on the 
conference’s last day and barely any have been organized 
afterwards. This means that the engagement between civil society 
and the ASEAN Member-States, which was tried to be developed 
during the interface dialogue, no matter how weak this meeting 
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was, is not persistent. There is no mechanism which allows the 
participants or representatives of ACSC/APF to keep-an-eye on 
whether the recommendation they delivered during the meeting is 
being followed-up, or not. This shows that, as much as the forum 
wishes for the leaders to take their recommendation seriously, 
ACSC/APF themselves are not prepared to do more than handing-in 
the statement to the leaders. Having a follow-up mechanism is 
significant to track the progress of any effort in implementing the 
recommendations – if any, or to put any necessary pressure to 
make the implementation to happen. This has been the concern of 
the ACSC/APF since the early the development of the event. One of 
the point of recommendations of the 2007 ACSC held in in Singapore 
was for the conference to get a mandate be an ‘on-going process’ 
and not just a conference or parallel event to the ASEAN Summit, as 
it is now. This is a very crucial point that should be followed up, as it 
is the only way to assure that the people’s concerns voiced in ACSC/
APF do not go unnoticed and/or are being ignored and neglected. 
(Arif et.al., 2020). 

3.4.2 On the Governance of ACSC/APF
• Identification of responsibility of RSC & NOC

One of the two limitations we identified during the research 
related to the governance of ACSC/APF is the tension between the 
Regional Steering Committee (RSC) and the National Organizing 
Committee (NOC). This happened mainly because – as we argued – 
the lack of clear identification of responsibility of both sides in the 
organization of the event. Both are representative of Southeast 
Asian civil society. While, RSC comprise a mixture of mostly regional 
CSOs, in contrast, NOC consists of national CSOs of the countries 
who hold ASEAN chairmanship during the particular year. Both are 
acknowledged as the organizer of the event. While RSC is understood 
to be responsible more for the substantive part of the event, NOC 
will be held responsible for the technical/logistical part of the daily 
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organization of the event. During the preparation of ACSC/APF, 
there is often a tension RSC and NOC. On one hand, the RSC thought 
that they hold an authority to steer the forum’s direction, including 
making a strategic decision about the substantial element of it, such 
as the theme, the series of topics to be discussed in the forum, etc. 
On the other hand, the NOCs is trapped in the unwritten commitment 
of serving the interest of the CSOs in the region as participants of 
the forum (whose interests are assumed to be represented by the 
RSC), and more importantly, to also serve the interest of their 
respective government (as the host country of the event, who give 
permission to the event to take place in their area of authority). 
There is sometimes also a disagreement between the RSC and NOC 
about the acceptable level of involvement the RSC might have in the 
event’s organization process. This unnecessary tension further 
creates difficulties in properly preparing the event, let alone in 
following-up the recommendation. 

• Participant expectation towards ACSC/APF
During the sixteen times organization of ACSC/APF, it is seen that 

there were differences in the perception of the participants – as the 
key stakeholder of ACSC/APF – about the nature of the event: some 
take it simply as an annual get-together event to strengthen 
solidarity and capacity-building, some demand it also to have some 
advocating purposes. According to Hutapea, the CSOs who resides 
in a less democratic, less open, and less-approachable country, tend 
to demand for ACSC/APF to play an advocacy role, from which they 
might get the opportunity to talk face-to-face with a representative 
of their respective governments (Hutapea, Interview, October 16, 
2020). On the other hand, the CSOs who came from a more 
democratic and transparent country care less about the advocacy 
function and enjoy ACSC/APF more as an annual event where they 
can meet and develop a network with a fellow member of civil 
society in the region discussing some shared concerned. The 
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different perception of the nature of the event then leads to a 
differing expectation of what ACSC/APF must achieve at the end of 
the event, how much effort should be payed to achieve certain 
goals, how to properly respond to leaders’ intervention during 
conference, etc. This situation might potentially reduce ACSC/APF 
modality to be able to contribute significantly in ASEAN regionalism.

***

In conclusion, this research argues that the main limitations of 
ACSC/APF lays in the loose nature of the organization and 
governance of the forum, i.e., the absence of the term of agreement 
of what is ACSC/APF, identification of the responsible entities, the 
targeted mission to carry and goals to achieve, as well as the 
identification of formal mechanism on how to achieve the goals. In 
the following chapter, we will learn from the success story of AFML 
as the regional mechanism that facilitates civil society participation 
in ASEAN processes in dealing with the issues of protection of 
migrant labours. From the lesson that we learn, we will then draw 
some recommendations on how to empower ACSC/APF.
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CHAPTER 4                                                                                                                             

Interactor Relations on 
Issues of Migrant Workers in 

ASEAN – A Lesson Learned

4.1 Introduction
Migration of labour is an important issue in Southeast Asia. 

During the last two decades, migrant labours boosted economic 
growth for sending and receiving countries. Three factors drive the 
movement. First, economic and social development disparities 
among ASEAN Member-States. Second, expanding workers force in 
sending-countries and ageing populations with a declining birth 
rate in receiving-countries (Basir, 2020). Third, dangerous conflict 
situation. Poor economic conditions and dangerous conflict 
situation encourage people to migrate from one Southeast Asia 
state to another with a relatively better economic growth such as 
Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, and Brunei (Kaur, 2010). According 
to the International Labour Organization (ILO) by 2015, the number 
of workers migrating within Southeast Asia countries have reached 
more than 10.2 million (Rother, 2018). From 2000 to 2017, the total 
number of ASEAN migrant workers in Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Brunei combined increased from 4.9 million to 9.8 million (UNDESA, 
2017 in Septyana, 2019). 
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On one side, receiving-countries depend on the force of migrant 
workers to maintain their economic growth. In 2007, Southeast 
Asian migrant labours in Brunei reached about 30% of Brunei’s total 
population, and the majority were low-skilled migrant workers (UN 
Women, 2013). In 2013, Singapore migrant workers reached around 
40% of Singapore’s population. Another research tells that 63% of 
the Singapore workforce was foreign-born (Geiger, 2019). In 
Malaysia, Southeast Asian documented migrant workers reached 
more than a million workers or about 4.2% of total Malaysian 
population in 2010. In Thailand, the number of migrant workers 
from Cambodia, Lao, and Myanmar reached about 3 million in 2014 
(Paitoonpong et al, 2015 in Zen, 2017). The actual amount will be 
greater because the amount doesn’t include undocumented 
migrant workers and migrant workers from the Southeast Asia’s 
other sending-countries. 

On the other side, sending-countries were also depended on 
their migrant workers. For sending-countries, the export of migrant 
workers was an important strategy to develop their economy 
because it helps to reduce domestic unemployment and poverty, to 
generate foreign exchange, to support the development of villages 
that were still untouched by government development program, 
and to maintain economic growth throught remittances (Kaur, 
2010). In 2009, sending-countries received about US$21.9 billion 
from remittances (UNESCAP, 2011 in Wibowo, 2015). In 2018, 
remittances among ASEAN Member-States migration reached 
around 15% of the region’s total remittances (Latoja, 2020).     

4.2 The Context
Although migrant workers are important for ASEAN Member-

States’ economic development, Southeast Asian migrant workers 
are generally experiencing unfriendly living situations related to the 
lack of protections of migrant workers’ rights, especially the 
undocumented and/or less-skill workers. According to Caballero-
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Anthony (2017) there is an increasing tendency of migrant workers 
exploitation in the receiving-countries which includes low-wage, 
long working hours, poor working conditions, employers’ abusive 
practice, and seizure of passport and wage (Caballero-Anthony, 
2017).

This research finds four contexts that might lead towards the 
relatively poor practice of the protection of migrant workers’ rights 
in the region. First, all ASEAN Member-States, except the Philippines, 
have not yet ratified ILO conventions related to migrant workers’ 
rights. Furthermore, to date, only the Philippines and Indonesia 
who have ratified the United Nations International Convention on 
the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of 
their Families (UNCMW) (Allison-Reumann, 2017). This indicates 
how ASEAN Member-States have not taken the issue of migrant 
labour seriously. 

Second, contrary to the fact that they need the presence of the 
workers, the ASEAN receiving countries tend to treat the regional 
migrant workers as a ‘second class citizen’. Some even see them – 
especially the undocumented ones – as a threat to their national 
security and social order. For example, in Malaysia and Thailand, 
regional migrant workers are stigmatized as criminals, disease 
carriers, the origin of social diseases, and a threat to the local 
workforce (Kneebone, 2012; Javadikouchaksaraei, 2018). These 
stigma then influence migrant workers’ position in the eye of law. 
Generally the law and regulation in the receiving-countries 
discriminate against migrant workers, especially the low-skilled 
ones. In Malaysia and Singapore, the regulatory system benefits 
government and employers, particularly in wage disputes, health 
insurance, and life and job-related protection (Bal & Gerard, 2018). 
Malaysia’s regulation allows employers to keep their worker’s 
passports, so that the workers cannot escape (Basir, 2020). 
Moreover, Malaysia’s migration policy prohibits migrant workers 
from bringing their family, getting pregnant in Malaysia, and 
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marrying local workers; if they get pregnant and/or get married to 
local people, they might be deported (Javadikouchaksaraei, 2018).

The stigma also situates migrant workers in the low level of the 
society of the receiving-countries. Thailand categorizes their migrant 
workers as “alien” (Basir, 2020). They work under exploitative 
conditions: long working hours and very low payment 
(Auethavornpipat, 2017). Ironically, in some receiving-countries, 
instead of providing protection, the local trade unions also play the 
discrimination game against them. For instance, some trade unions 
in Thailand and Malaysia do not defend the rights of the regional 
migrant workers, instead keeping them away from access to welfare 
and benefits (Javadikouchaksaraei, 2018).

Third, international pressure is more powerful than the regional 
mechanism in directing ASEAN Member-States’ behaviour towards 
protection on migrant workers. In the case of Thailand, for example, 
in 2014 the government decided to pass regulations that provide 
better protection for migrant workers. But this was finalised only 
after the country was pressured by international media and big 
power such as European Union (EU) and United States of America 
(USA). This is despite Thai’s Prime Minister, together with the other 
ASEAN leaders, has adopted the Declaration on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (Cebu Declaration) in 
2007. 

According to Auethavornpipat (2017), in 2014, the portrayal of 
Thailand as human rights abuser narrated by international media 
and supported by EU and the US has badly impacted Thailand’s 
economy. Things went from bad to worse for Thailand when Barack 
Obama, president of the USA, signed a bill banning import of 
Thailand’s commodities produced by child and slave labour 
(Auethavornpipat, 2017). Only this kind of pressure was able to 
move the government of Thailand to provide better protection of 
their migrant labour. Another example was when some Singaporean 
CSOs reported the government’s exploitative regulation on migrat 
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workers to the US Department of State, Amnesty International, and 
the United Nations Human Rights Council, instead of seeking 
protection through the existing ASEAN mechanism (Bal & Gerard, 
2018). This might be because they were pessimistic that any ASEAN 
mechanism can really put pressure to the national governments 
and make them adjust their regulation. Under these circumstances, 
going to an international institution seems to be a more reasonable 
action to take.

Fourth, some ASEAN Member-States tend to prioritize economic 
interest over human (migrant) rights, as indicated by the ‘race to the 
bottom’ phenomena among Southeast Asia mainland sending-
countries (i.e., Lao, Cambodia, and Myanmar). The three countries 
offered their unprotected low-skilled workers to fulfil the needs of 
the receiving-countries of low-skilled migrant workers to work on 
some dirty, dangerous, and demeaning jobs. They offer minimal 
requirements related to the rights protection for their migrant 
workers. This is rather contrary to the Philippines and Indonesia 
who demand better protection to their people working at the 
receiving-countries (Nodzenski, 2016). 

4.3 ACMW – A Regional Mechanism for a Regional Issues
ASEAN has made some successful attempts to provide protection 

on the intraregional migrant workers, through some declarations 
and action plans. For instance, ASEAN leaders signed the ASEAN 
Declaration on the Transnational Crime in 1997 in which they 
committed to combat human trafficking and illegal immigration. 
This declaration then followed by the agreement of the Action Plan 
on Immigration Matters in 1999. Following was the Bangkok 
Declaration on Irregular Migration signed by ASEAN Member-States 
and other countries such Australia, Bangladesh, China, Japan, 
Republic of Korea, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Sri Lanka, and 
Hong Kong. This declaration showed good faith and commitment of 
related countries to addressing the issues of migration, particularly 
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irregular migration. 
Another consensus by the ASEAN Member-State is the Vientiane 

Action Programme (VAP) that was launched on the 29th of November 
2004 as a response to the Declaration of ASEAN Concord II (Bali II)13 
adopted in 2003. VAP indicates the member-states’ commitment to 
enhance and promote the awareness and protection of human 
rights including, but not limited to, the creation of ASEAN instruments 
on the protection and promotion of the rights of migrant workers 
(Davies, 2013). 

Following the VAP, ASEAN leaders then signed the Declaration 
on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
(Cebu Declaration) during the 12th ASEAN Summit on 13 January 
2007 held in Cebu, Philippines. The Cebu Declaration was considered 
as an important milestone that represents ASEAN Member-States’ 
commitment to protecting their migrant labours. The importance of 
the Cebu Declaration was also reaffirmed in the 2009 ASEAN Socio-
Cultural Community (ASCC) Blueprint (Human Rights in ASEAN, 
n.d.b). 

4.3.1 The Establishment of ACMW
The Cebu Declaration highlights ASEAN’s three obligation and 

commitments related to the issue, i.e., (1) protection of migrant 
workers against exploitation, discrimination, and violence, (2) labour 
migration governance, and (3) fight against trafficking in persons. 
Thus, departing from the Cebu Declaration, the ASEAN Committee 
on the Implementation of the Declaration on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (ACMW) was formed 
based on the Statement of ASEAN Ministers of Foreign Affairs during 
the 40th ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on 30th of July 2007 (ASEAN, 

13 The Bali II is a commitment of ASEAN Member-States to deepen the ASEAN integration 
through the concept of what-so-called ASEAN Community in which comprises three 
pillars, namely security cooperation, economic cooperation, and socio-cultural 
cooperation.
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n.d.b). The ACMW is composed of one representative (an official at 
senior level at the minimum) of each ASEAN Member-States, and is 
chaired by representative of the country who holds ASEAN 
Chairmanship that particular year. The committee was established 
to advance the principles contained in the Cebu Declaration by 
compiling and implementing a futures action plan where each 
period covers a different thematic area, in which they should report 
to the Senior Labour Officials Meeting (SLOM) (ASEAN, 2012).

The ACMW meets annually. The first official meeting, held on the 
15th to the 16th of  September 2008 in Singapore, marked its 
establishment. The meeting adopted a work plan agreed by ACMW 
and endorsed by SLOM on November 2008 with four areas of 
cooperation, includes: (1) Stepping up protection and promotion of 
the rights of migrant workers against exploitation and mistreatment, 
(2) Strengthening protection and promotion of the rights of migrant 
workers by enhancing labour migration governance in ASEAN 
Countries, (3) Building a regional cooperation in fighting human 
trafficking in ASEAN, (4) Developing ASEAN Instrument on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers. Under 
the thrust no.2, one of the recommended activities was to organize 
a regional forum called “ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML)”; 
and under thrust no.3, the key activity is to draft the principles of 
ASEAN instrument in which later known as the ASEAN Consensus 
on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers 
(ASEAN Consensus) (ASEAN, n.d.b). 

4.3.2 The ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML)
The first ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labour (AFML) was held in the 

Philippines on the 24th to the 25th of April 2008 with the Department 
of Labour and Employment as the organizer. Later that year, the 
AFML was institutionalized as an annual activity under ACMW Work 
Plan (ILO, 2020). The AFML is a tripartite plus (tripartite+) forum 
(ILO, 2019). The mechanism of participation follows ILO tripartite 
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model – but with additional involvement of CSOs. This model that 
brings together key stakeholders in the area of labour migration in 
the region (Rother, 2018). They include the representatives of ASEAN 
Member-States, national and regional employers and workers 
organizations, national and regional CSOs, as well as representatives 
from United Nations agencies such as International Labour 
Organization (ILO), International Organization for Migration (IOM), 
and UN Women. Moreover, there are also involvements of the 
ASEAN Secretariat’s and Task Force on ASEAN Migrant Worker (TF-
AMW), as well as some other observers. The AFML is hosted by 
ASEAN Member-States that holds chairmanship during that 
respective years, in cooperation with ASEAN Secretariat and ILO’s 
TRIANGLE in ASEAN14 programme (ILO, 2019). 

Until 2020, there have been 13 AFML. Each year the forum 
discussed different thematic issues, which developed by the 
TRIANGLE in ASEAN. The detail of the themes of each AFML as 
follows (ILO, 2019; ILO, 2020):

Table 4.1. The Organization of AFML

AFML
Dates and 

Venue
Themes

1st AFML 24–25 April 
2008 in the 
Philippines

Institutionalization of the AFML

2nd AFML 30–31 July 
2009 in 
Thailand

ASEAN Declaration on Migrant Workers: 
Achieving its Commitment

3rd AFML 19–20 July 
2010 in 
Vietnam

Enhancing Awareness and Information 
Services to Protect the Rights of Migrant 
Workers

14 ILO TRIANGLE in ASEAN is a partnership between ILO and the Australian Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and the Global Affairs Canada (GAC)
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4th AFML 24–25 
October 
2011 in 
Indonesia 

Development of a Public Campaign to 
Promote Understanding, Rights and 
Dignity of Migrant Workers in Countries 
of Destination; Return and Reintegration 
and Development of Sustainable 
Alternatives in Countries of Origin

5th AFML 9–10 
October 
2012 in 
Cambodia 

The Protection and Promotion of the 
Rights of Migrant Workers: Towards 
Effective Recruitment Practices and 
Regulations

6th AFML 26–27 
November 
2013 in 
Brunei 
Darussalam

Enhancing Policy and Protection of 
Migrant Workers through Data Sharing, 
and Adequate Access to the Legal and 
Judicial System during employment, 
including Effective Complainants 
Mechanism

7th AFML 20–21 
November 
2014 in 
Myanmar

Enhancing Awareness and Information 
Services to Protect the Rights of Migrant 
Workers

8th AFML 26–27 
October 
2015 in 
Malaysia

Empowering the ASEAN Community 
through Protection and Promotion of 
the Rights of Migrant Workers

9th AFML 9–10 
November 
2016 in Lao 

Better Quality of Life for ASEAN Migrant 
Workers through Strengthened Social 
Protection

10th 
AFML

25–26 
October 
2017 in the 
Philippines

Towards Achieving Decent Work for 
Domestic Workers in ASEAN
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11th 
AFML

29–30 
October 
2018 in 
Singapore

Digitalisation to Promote Decent Work 
for Migrant Workers in ASEAN

12th 
AFML

25–26 
September 
2019 in 
Thailand

Future of work and migration

13th 
AFML

10-12 
November 
2020 in 
Vietnam*

Supporting Migrant Workers during the 
Pandemic for a Cohesive and Responsive 
ASEAN Community

Notes: *offline in Vietnam and online with non-Vietnamese delegates due to COVID-19

AFML aims to provide a platform for stakeholders to share their 
best experiences and seek answers to various issues related to 
protection of migrant workers in the region (ILO, 2019). The 
mechanism allows for greater engagement for CSOs. Every year, 
prior to AFML, the national and regional CSOs and related 
stakeholders will meet to discuss and prepare recommendations. 
The meetings are facilitated by some pre-event forums such as the 
National CSO Preparatory Meeting and National Tripartite-Plus 
Preparatory Meetings. The meetings will come up with point of 
recommendations which will be further elaborated together with 
wider stakeholders during AFML. Once finalised, the point of 
recommendations will  be included in an outcome document titled 
“Recommendations” which consist of a set of conclusion and action 
points to be submitted to ASEAN leaders. 

Apart from the preparatory meetings and the annual conference 
itself, AFLM mechanism also include a post-AFML meeting where 
the related stakeholders discuss and agree on the technicality of 
how the Recommendations will be implemented. The progress of 
implementation at the local and national level will be tracked by the 
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ILO biannually and will be reported in the next AFML (ILO, 2019). 
Arguably, AFML is the only regional forum that brings together 

participation of multi-stakeholders in the migrant labour areas 
(Maharani et.al., 2017). This is quite contrary to the common practice 
in ASEAN when issues, including migration, are usually addressed 
and resolved through bilateral cooperation and agreement by 
member-states in the form of Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoUs) (Maharani et.al., 2017). However, eventhough the AFML 
provides greater space for engagement of states and non-state 
actors, unfortunately, the output recommendations are still non-
legally binding – they are only morally-binding, which makes 
implementation highly depends on individual commitment 
(Maharani et.al., 2017). Nevertheless, the impact of AFML can be 
seen in the slightly improvement of the policy taken by some ASEAN 
Member-States, for example, in the organization of migrant workers 
departure trainings, as highlighted in the AFML recommendation 
(Rother, 2018).

4.3.3 ASEAN Consensus
Aside from the AFML, ACMW Work Plans also includes the 

development of an ASEAN instrument on the protection and 
promotion of the rights of migrant workers. To outline the points to 
be covered in the instrument, in 1999 ACMW agreed to to convene 
a drafting team (the ACMW Drafting Team – ACMW-DT). When it was 
first launched, ACMW-DT only consisted of four ASEAN Member-
States, two representatives from labour sending-countries (the 
Philippines and Indonesia) and two representatives from labour 
receiving-countries (Thailand and Malaysia). After the team’s third 
meeting, it was decided that it is necessary to enlarge the 
membership now to encompass all ASEAN Member-States (Human 
Rights in ASEAN, n.d.c). 

Sinapan Samydorai, the Convenor of TF-AMW, pointed out that 
the failure of the earlier formation of the Drafting Team was not 
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unexpected. This was due to the obvious opposing interests 
between the members, which were unbridgeable throughout the 
processes. From the start, it is clear that Malaysia as a migrants 
receiving country was against the idea of having a legally binding 
instrument. Quite the contrary, Indonesia as a sending country 
strongly urged for the proposed instrument to have a legally binding 
power (Samidoray, Interview, October 16, 2018). Deadlocks were 
also happened during the discussion on whether or not the 
instrument will cover the undocumented or irregular migrant 
workers, whether or not it is to cover members of migrant workers’ 
families, and whether or not it is to cover migrant workers who are 
not from ASEAN. 

In 2010 the ACMW-DT was expanded to include all ten ASEAN 
Member-States. With this, it is expected that there will be parties 
who can bridge differences, and neutralize the conflict (Samidoray, 
Interview, October 16, 2018; Human Rights in ASEAN, n.d.c). This 
decision is proved to be effective; the team then come up with the 
so called “Zero Draft”, and agreed to adopt it in 2012.  Following the 
adoption, the follow-up processes then focused more on building 
member-states’ consensus on the implementation of each article of 
the draft (Human Rights in ASEAN, n.d.c). All and all, it takes a decade 
for ASEAN to have an instrument on migrant labour since the idea 
first mentioned during the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in 2007. 

Prior to the 31st ASEAN Summit in November 2017 during which 
the leaders were expected to sign the document, a network of 23 
CSOs in the regions releaseda statement titled “Regional Civil Society 
Statement on the Adoption of an ASEAN Instrument on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers”. In the statement, the 
CSOs recommend ASEAN to enforce the adoption of the instrument 
as a legally-binding document (AP Migration, 2017). The CSOs 
believe that to have a  legally binding ASEAN Consensus as the only 
way to ensure the full commitment of member-states for protection 
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of the rights of migrant workers in ASEAN (HRWG, 2018).  
In November 2017, under the Philippines’ chairmanship, the 

instrument – officially titled the ASEAN Consensus on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers (ASEAN Consensus), 
was signed by the leaders (TF-AMW, 2018). In its final form, the 
Consensus has 62 articles, aimed to ensure the fair treatment of 
migrant labour, and enhance their protection from abuse, violence 
and exploitation (HRWG, 2018). The Consensus is acknowledged a 
significant step for protecting and promoting the rights of migrant 
labour by ASEAN Member-States. The instrument outlines the rights 
of migrant and their families, and extends the obligations of each 
ASEAN Member-States (ILO, 2019). 

Unfortunately, the adopted document is not legally binding. This 
means, (1) its implementation will be subject to national laws (ILO, 
2019), (2) it left the document with no power to force ASEAN 
Secretariate and the Member States to implement migrant workers 
protection according to the requirements set in the document 
(HRWG, 2018), and (3) it creates major challenges to the effective 
implementation of the document (TF-AMW & Forum-Asia, 2018). 
Overal, the non-legally binding nature is considered as the main 
flaws of the Consensus.

Despite this, ASEAN took a breakthrough movement by moving 
forward with the drafting of the action plan as a guideline for 
implementation of the ASEAN Consensus. During the 11th ACMW 
Meeting on the 27th to the 28th of March 2018 in Singapore, the draft 
was further elaborated; it classified ASEAN Consensus articles into 
five categories, i.e. Education/Information, Protection, Enforcement, 
Resources and Reintegration. The action plan, officially titled “Action 
Plan (2018-2025) to Implement the ASEAN Consensus on the Protection 
and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers”  was ratified at the 
ASEAN Labor Ministers Meeting (ALMM) in August 2018 in Malaysia 
(Direktorat Kerja Sama Sosial Budaya ASEAN, 2018), then was 
officially adopted by the leaders during the 33rd ASEAN Summit in 
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November 2018. The aim of the action plan was clear, which was to 
monitor the implementation of the ASEAN Consensus. Due to 
alignment of the substance, the ACMW Work Plan 2016-2020 on the 
Cebu Declaration (discussed initially) was merged into this Action 
Plan. The progress of the implementation of the action plan, as per 
the ACMW Work Plan, would be reported at the ACMW regular 
meeting. Furthermore, the Action Plan also directs the proposed 
activities of the annual AFML (ASEAN, n.d.a).

***
The discussion in this sub-chapter has shown how the finalization 

of the ASEAN instrument on the rights protection of the migrant 
workers was a very slow process. It involves differences in member-
state national interest, gaps in development, and the fact that the 
issue of labour migrant has been highly politicized (HRWG, 2018). It 
also shows the involvement of multi-stakeholders in the process. 
Different actors contribute differently in many different ways. 
Particularly related to the aim of this book, the discussion above 
also proved that in a context when a clear mechanism of participation 
is provided, the contribution of CSOs in regional policy making 
processes can be optimized and maximized. This will be discussed 
further in the following sub-chapter.

4.4 The Art of Knowing How to Play: Interactor Relations 
within ACMW

As mentioned above, multiple stakeholders are involved in the 
ACMW processes. As explained in Chapter 1, this study aims to 
figure out the interaction between them, which, we argue, contribute 
to the success of the ACMW in developing the regional framework 
for protection of the rights of our migrant labour.  The Figure 
presented below summarises the findings of the studi.
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Figure 4-1 Mapping of Interactor Relations during AFML & ASEAN 
Consensus
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As we do when assessing ACSC/APF, the identification was made 
by applying document analysis as the research method. This 
method allows us to review and evaluate documents (Bowen, 2009) 
systematically. We mainly analysed documents that were available 
on open sources, but we also rely on institutional/organisational 
files, as well as personal documentations. These include news and 
opinion published in newspaper, magazines and institutional 
websites, press releases, newsletter, and official documents such as 
reports and minutes of meetings. We also refer to certain academic 
publication, such as relevant books, book chapters, and journal 
articles.

4.4.1 The complicatedness of Inter-Member-States Relations
Related to the regional issue of migrant workers, Southeast Asia 

countries can be categorised into three. First,  the migrant workers 
country of origin, or the sending-countries that experienced workers’ 
emigration flow, which inludes the Philippines, Indonesia, Lao, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, and Myanmar. Second, countries  which 
experienced both immigration and emigration flow, which includes 
Malaysia and Thailand. However, as the flow are dominated more 
by emmigration, these countries sometimes are also referred to as 
the sending-countries. Third, countries  which are only experienced 
immigration flow (the receiving-countries), which includes Singapore 
and Brunei Darussalam. In terms of the destination, there are two 
main destionation of labours migrant in Southeast Asia: Filipino and 
Indonesian workers were mainly migrated to Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Brunei, while Cambodian, Laotian, Burmese, and Vietnamese 
workers mainly go to Thailand (Kaur, 2010). 

As discussed earlier, the drafting process of the instrument for 
migrant workers’ rights was dominated by fierce debate among 
member-states because of their antagonistic interests. Among 
them, Indonesia was the most active country in term of lobbying its 
opponents, both through multilateral and bilateral forums. 
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Following the ASEAN way of conflict settlement, Indonesia aimed 
for achieving a maximum level of consensus between member-
states on an instrument that better served common-interest that is 
not against Indonesian interest. The government of Philippines was 
also eager to push for the ratification of the instrument, specifically 
in 2016. It is arguably more due to the Philippines national interest 
as the chair of ASEAN and ACMW in 2017 (Bal & Gerard, 2018). It 
seems like the Philippines wanted to leave some kind of “legacy” 
from their chairmanship. According to the ‘leaked’ working draft in 
2016, the Philippines and Indonesia were countries that supported 
the legally-binding instrument; whilst Malaysia, Singapore, Lao, 
Vietnam, and Brunei were against it. Cambodia and Myanmar were 
flexible, and Thailand had no particular preference (Bal & Gerard, 
2018; Herindrasti, 2018). Surprisingly, in the late of 2016, the 
Philippines switched their preference and started to lobbying for a 
morally-binding document. In April 2017, Indonesia blocked the 
ratification to keep the possibility for having a legally-binding 
instrument open. However, in November 2017, when the instrument 
was signed by ASEAN leaders, it was non-legally-binding in nature 
(Bal & Gerard, 2018). This dynamics reflects the influential is the 
ASEAN Way to ASEAN regional policy making processes. It also 
confirms the common regional consensus among member-states 
to lean towards non-legally-binding agreements, as seen in most 
ASEAN documents.

Aside from through regional instrument such as the ASEAN 
Consensus, member-states’ effort to improve the protection 
migrant workers’ rights are also conducted through  bilateral 
agreements, particularly through the signing of Memorandum of 
Understandings (MoU). However, according to Allison-Reumann 
(2017), MoUs are not strong enough to provide protection, for some 
reasons. First,  MoU is not legally binding; second, MoU only describes 
the broad outlines of an agreement that member-states have 
reached, never the details; and third, it is rarely that MoU make 
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reference to international standards of migrant workers protection. 
Basically, MoU is not powerful enough to stop violation of the rights 
of migrant. Studies show, despite the existing MoU, Malaysia still 
deported Indonesian migrant workers, as did Thailand on workers 
from Cambodia, Lao, Myanmar, and Vietnam. In the word of Human 
Rights Watch (2007), instead of providing protection, Indonesia-
Malaysia bilateral MOU is exploiting the workers, in a sense that it 
allows Malaysian employers to do anything they want on the 
Indonesian workers, including keeping their passports, paying them 
below standard salary, and not giving them proper rest period let 
alone holiday (Kneebone, 2012; Rother, 2018). 

Bilateral agreements are not only unfriendly to the workers, but 
they also challenge the relations between member-states as it 
reflects the imbalance power relations between sending-countries 
and receiving-countries; sending-countries are usually in a weaker 
position compared to the receiving-countries (Kneebone, 2012). 
There are several diplomatic tensions between Myanmar, Cambodia 
and Indonesia as sending-countries against Malaysia as receiving-
countries, which made them temporarily stopped sending their 
workers to Malaysia (Rother, 2018).   

4.4.2 Multi-layered and Multidimensional Role of CSOs in AFML
The success in having a consensus on the Vientiane Action 

Programme (VAP) could not be achieved without the lobbying effort 
paid by a coalition of non-governmental organizations, i.e., the 
Working Group for the Establishment of an ASEAN Human Rights 
Mechanism (WG-AHRM) (Septiyana, 2019). After VAP, this coalition 
continued in lobbying ASEAN, resulting at the establishment of a 
regional civil society networks called Task Force on ASEAN Migrant 
Workers (TF-AMW) in 2006. Apart from WG-ARHM, the Solidarity for 
Asian People’s Advocacies (SAPA) also oversaw the establishment of 
the Task Force (TF-AMW, 2009). In the regional processes, the Task 
Force functions more as a discussion partner of ASEAN and its 
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member countries, during which they received a mandate to 
establish an instrument of regional migrant worker protection 
based on ILO and United Nations’ standard (Wibowo, 2015).  

TF-AMW has four objectives. First, to represent local and national 
CSOs during negotiation processes at the regional level, while in 
certain cases also facilitates the meeting between the national CSOs 
and the ASEAN bodies like ACMW and ASEAN Secretariat. Second, to 
organize national and regional consultation meetings in order to 
raise awareness and spread knowledge about the Cebu Declaration. 
They encouraged active participation of trade unions and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) in  proposing recommendations 
to ASEAN Member-States on the protection of the rights of migrant 
workers. The consultation meetings were not only attended by 
CSOs and trade unions, but also by representatives from government 
and UN officials. Third, together with related CSOs and trade unions, 
the Task Force also responsible to draft the proposals of the ASEAN 
Instrument. One of the output was a document titled “Civil Society 
Proposal: ASEAN Framework Instrument on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers” (Wibowo, 2015). Rother 
(2018) argues that the process of proposal development was ‘very 
inclusive’ as they apply a ‘bottom-up’ approach (Rother, 2018). 
Fourth, supported by fellow nationals CSOs, the Task Force also 
responsible to follow up the work of the ACMW on the development 
of the instrument, which later known as the ASEAN Consensus.

As a network, the Task Force consists of regional partners and 
national focal points which inludes CSOs and some affiliated trade 
unions. The regional partner are Asian Forum on Human Rights and 
Development (FORUM-ASIA), Union Network International Asia-
Pacific Regional Organization (UNIAPRO), Migrant Forum in Asia 
(MFA), Mekong Migrant Network (MMN), Coordination of Action 
Research on AIDS and Mobility (CARAM Asia), Asia Pacific Women, 
Law and Development (APWLD). Whilst the member of the national 
focal point were as follows (TF-AMW, 2009):
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• Indonesia: Indonesia’s NGO Coalition for International 
Human Rights Advocacy (HRWG) Indonesian Workers’ Union 
Association (ASPEK), Center for Indonesian Migrant Workers 
(CIMW)

• Thailand: Thai Migrant Working Group 
• The Philippines: Center for Migrant Advocacy
• Vietnam: Vietnam Lawyers’ Association
• Malaysia: Tenaganita and ALIRAN 
• Cambodia: CARAM-Cambodia 
• Lao: Lao Youth Union (YLU), Lao Federation of Trade Unions 

(LTFU) and Gender and Development Group (GDG)
• Singapore: Think Centre, Transient Workers Count Too 

(TWC2), Humanitarian Organization for Migration Economics 
(HOME)

This research found that, under the coordination of the Task 
Force, both regional and national CSOs as well as the trade unions 
played an important role in the establishment processes of AFML 
and the ASEAN Consensus. Moreover, with the facilitation of the 
Task Force, the national CSOs also actively participated in various 
AFML agenda, such as the National CSO Preparatory Meetings. In 
this meeting CSOs discussed and reported the implementation of 
previous AMFL recommendations, and then prepared a 
recommendation document for the next AFML. 

In addition to their participation at the regional forums, at the 
national level, the national CSOs also actively participated at the 
National Tripartite-Plus Preparatory Meetings. Apart from the 
national CSOs, also involved in these meetings were official from 
ministries responsible for migration and migrant labour protection, 
national employers and workers organizations, as well as TF-AMW, 
ILO, IOM, UN Women, and other relevant stakeholders. During the 
meetings, similar to what happened during the National CSO 
Preparatory Meetings discussed above, they also discussed and 
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shared information on the progress of implementation of the AFML 
Recommendations at the national level, as well as prepared 
documents would be needed for the upcoming AFML, including the 
policy position paper and further recommendations (ILO, 2019).15

Figure 4-2. Mapping of AFML Mechanism and its Affiliated Agendas
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alternative (social) media. They also use media to pressure ACMW 
to listen more to them. Media is also an effective tool for CSOs to 
educate the public and raise their awareness  on many different 
issues related to migrant workers. We believe CSOs need to do 
much more in this context. 

Some regional events on the establishment of the ASEAN 
Consensus within which CSOs play a strategic role and contribute 
significantly, are among others, first a forum of regional civil society 
consultation held on the 3rd to the 4th of May 2018 in Bangkok. The 
meeting was supported by FORUM-ASIA and ILO’s TRIANGLE in 
ASEAN programme. In this forum, CSOs argued that “...ASEAN’s non-
interference policy and legally non-binding nature of the Consensus ... 
[are] ... major challenges to effective implementation of the ideals set 
out in the [ASEAN Consensus] document” (TF-AMW, 2018). They also 
demanded the government to take urgent tangible solutions to the 
many issues experienced by the migrant workers. 

Second, CSOs also involved in a regional platform titled the 
Regional Consultation and Policy Dialogue on the Implementation 
of ASEAN Consensus on Migrant Workers, held in 2019. It was 
hosted by an Indonesian CSOs (the Human Rights Working Group - 
HRWG) with the support of the U.S. Government through the 
ASEAN-USAID PROSPECT project. The purpose of this platform was 
for all stakeholders – including the representatives of all ASEAN 
Member-States, ASEAN Sectoral bodies like ACMW and AICHR, 
CSOs, experts and other relevant stakeholders – to be able to 
discuss, debate, and share good practice and lessons learned 
related to better implementation of the ASEAN Consensus at the 
national level (U.S. Mission to ASEAN, 2019). 

Both agendas showcased how national and regional CSOs, 
supported of some external parties such as ILO, were able to create 
their own advocacy spaces, within which they can exchange ideas 
directly with policy makers and other stakeholders. 

Discussing the dynamics of relations between CSOs and Member-
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States in ASEAN, one should not diminish the existence of the 
Government Organized Non-Governmental Organization (GONGO). 
Somehow it has been a common practice in ASEAN that during the 
engagement forums, certain member-states rejected the presence 
of independent CSOs and replaced them with GONGOs. Although 
never been discussed openly, it is widely known that GONGOs were 
created by their respective government to ‘represent’ the 
government and secure their national interests in a forum that was 
supposed to be non-governmental and people-centered in nature. 
Understandably, GONGOs are more ‘accepted’ by certain ASEAN 
Member-States rather than independent CSO, and are more 
welcomed in the forums that are also attended by member-states 
(Gerard, 2015). As GONGOs tend to defend the interest of their 
respective state, Paclarin argued that the way they operate are 
comparable to a state’s diplomat (Paclarin, Interview, November 10, 
2020). Even more, Paclarin also argued that generally GONGOs have 
limited understanding of the reality of the people; hence their voice 
is highly unlikely, if not at all, representing the interest of the people. 

4.4.3 The Dynamics of Member-States and CSOs Relations in AFML
As discussed above, at the regional level, the relations between 

government and CSOs on the issue related to protection of migrant 
workers’ right can be traced back to 1998 when  ASEAN Ministerial 
Meetings (AMM) first invited WG-AHRM to be their dialogue partner. 
Following the adoption of the VAP in 2004, ASEAN has gradually 
become more open for the involvement of CSOs in their policy 
making processes, particularly during the drafting of the ASEAN 
instrument discussed earlier. ASEAN agreed to have a task force – 
the TF-AMW – which then came up with an idea of an annual AFML 
and its Tripartite+ mechanism which formally give space for CSOs 
involvement in the whole policy making processes.

AFML mechanism facilitates direct interaction to happen 
between CSOs and government particularly with officials at the 
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technical level, such as the ministry, department, or other 
governmental institution dealing with the issue of migration and 
migrant labours. Sinapan Samydoray as the convenor of TF-AMW 
also pointed out that while trade unions were not welcome in some 
of ASEAN countries, within AFML and as part of the Tripartite+, they 
have the opportunity to share and sicuss their concern directly to 
the policy-makers. Generally, AFML provides civil society actors with 
bigger room for manoeuvring in their advocacy actions (Samidoray, 
Interview, October 16, 2018). 

At the national (domestic) level, interactions between ASEAN 
Member-States and CSOs in their respective countries related to 
the issue of rights protection of migrant labours are a lot less 
straightforward compared to how it is at the regional level. The 
interactions are highly influenced by the nature of member-states 
political system. Within this context, this research categorized 
member-states into three: approachable, less approachable, and 
unapproachable country. Countries such as Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Vietnam, and Cambodia could be categorized as 
approachable states, whilst Lao, Myanmar, Singapore, and Thailand 
were categorized as less approachable. Brunei and Malaysia are at 
the other end of the spectrum and could be categorized as 
unapproachable.

The relations between CSO and government of less approachable 
and unapproachable states are more complicated. In Cambodia, 
Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia, CSOs and the labour union 
advocacy movement are strictly limited. In Thailand, creating unions 
and organizing strikes are considered as illegal. Furthermore, 
Thailand Government spies the activity of migrant workers; they will 
grant extended amnesty to undocumented migrants when they 
register themselves to Thai government if they are willing to share 
their history of political activity. Singapore and Malaysia responded 
to migrant labour strikes harshly and only did ‘little’ reform to 
protect and promote the rights of migrant workers. In other words, 
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there is less willingness of Malaysia and Singapore to impose better 
protection for migrant workers (Bal & Gerard, 2018). The Malaysian 
government imposed clauses that restrict workers from joining 
labour unions and doing the political activity (Javadikouchaksaraei, 
2018). 

Meanwhile, as expected, there were better relations between 
CSOs and government in the approachable democratic states (the 
Philippines and Indonesia). Democracy in Indonesia and the 
Philippines provides space for non-state actors to grow, and 
opportunity to put pressure on their government demanding for 
more protection of migrant workers (Bal & Gerard, 2018). In 
Indonesia, academics and representative of CSOs consistently put 
pressure to their government to make migrant workers a regional 
issue. Regionalizing the issue benefits Indonesia for two reasons, 
i.e., it will improve the country’s migrant workers’ protection, and it 
will help Indonesia, as a sending country, in avoiding diplomatic 
conflict against the receiving-countries (Clark, 2015). 

The shifting position taken by the Philippines in 2016 regarding 
having a legally or morally binding ASEAN Instruments (discussed 
earlier), was partly due to influence of their CSOs. According to 
Paclarin, some of the Philippines’ CSOs urged the government to 
take a more pragmatic approach and adjust their demand – from 
requesting a legally binding agreement to a morally-binding 
instrument (Paclarin, Interview, November 10, 2020). They argued 
that insisting on a legally binding instrument would not take the 
negotiation process any closer to ratification. For ASEAN to arrive at 
a consensus, it seems, to agree for non-legally-binding instruments 
is the only way to get the instrument ratified by all member-states. 
Furthermore, as the next ASEAN chair, the Philippines might want to 
leave a good legacy by having the instruments ratify during their 
chairmanship. For this to happen, the Philippines needed to soften 
their approach and lower their demand; they needed to 
accommodate the receiving-countries’ interest, which is to have just 
a morally binding document. 
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The dynamic relations between the national government and 
the non-state actors – both the NGOs and the labour unions who 
work on the right protection of migrant workers, in certain cases, is 
significantly influenced by the interest of the recruitment agencies 
as well as the power relations between these agencies and the 
government. In the Philippines, for example, where recruitment 
industries are not so much a big business, they generally have no 
significant say in any government policy-making processes. This 
leaves more space for the government to listen more to the inputs 
from the NGOs and labour unions, and then draw recruitment 
regulations that more for the protection of the workers’ rights. The 
opposite is in Indonesia, where – compared to those in the 
Philippines, recruitment agencies are more influential with more 
powerful lobbying approaches that giving them a stronger 
bargaining position against the government. This then creates a 
constant conflict of interest between the NGOs and labour union 
who fight for the rights of the workers at one side, and the agencies 
which fight for profit maximization on the other side. Both sides try 
to pull the policy-makers to see the issues from their particular 
perspectives. This contestation, unfortunately, leads to a national 
regulation on recruitment that leans more towards the agencies, 
hence only minimum protection on the side of the migrant workers 
particularly on the pre-departure processes and procedures. It is 
partly under these circumstances that the Indonesian government 
demanding for better protection for its workers once they left 
Indonesia (at the receiving countries) (Bal & Gerard, 2018).

This research finds that receiving country, such as Thailand,  is 
generally less-approachable, but research shows that through 
times, they have become more open for dialogue and willing to 
listen to the CSOs. In certain cases, as discussed earlier, in their 
advocacy efforts, Thai national CSOs are empowered by the support 
they received from external parties such as regional mechanisms 
and international organizations. ILO offers programs for CSO’s 
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capacity building on engagement strategy and equipped them with 
standards of regulation. These tools are adopted by both the 
national CSOs and regional coalition such as TF-AMW to approach 
the national government of sending and receiving countries 
(Samidoray, Interview, October 16, 2018).

Regardless of the different characters of the member-states – 
whether they are considered as approachable, less approachable, 
or unapproachable by the CSOs, this research shows that at the 
beginning of the engagement processes, generally, the ASEAN 
leaders were not completely ready to take CSO’s recommendation. 
In May 2009, as asked by ASEAN, TF-AMW submitted to ASEAN 
Senior Labor Officials in Vientiane a recommendation document 
titled “Civil Society Proposal: ASEAN Framework Instrument on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers” 
(Wibowo, 2015). At the regional level, the document was accepted 
and then adopted as the draft of of the ASEAN Instrument. However, 
in terms of its implementation at the national level, it is not 
necessarily that the instrument could trigger the adjustment or the 
making of better policies. A couple of years later, member-states 
gradually worked on the recommendations, which were consistently 
imposed through regional mechanisms, mainly AFML. In 2014, for 
example, Indonesia, Myanmar, and Thailand established migrant 
resource centres recommended in the 6th AFML in 2013 in Brunei 
(Rother, 2018). 

4.4.4 The Role of International Organization in AFML
This research finds that international organizations, i.e.  ILO, 

IOM, and UN Woman, are involved and contributed in various ways 
in AFML to improve the mechanism for the protection of the rights 
Southeast Asian migrant workers’. International organizations 
supporting both the governments of Member States and CSOs 
through  capacity-building, developing system of governance, 
organizing campaign, providing fund, and lobbying. First, in term of 
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capacity building, international organizations such as the ILO 
empowered government officers, especially of Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Lao, and Thailand, and helps them to broaden their knowledge and 
increase their understanding about the rights of migrant workers. 
They also supports them on building mechanism on policy-making, 
and regulation management on issues related to migrant labours. 
Furthermore, the ILO also supports the work of trade unions, CSOs, 
and employers’ associations in these countries (Kneebone, 2012) by 
improving their knowledge and understanding on migrant workers’ 
issues, including the many global norms linked to the issues (Ford 
et.al., 2018). ILO runs these programs with funding provided by the 
government of Japan and the US (Ford et.al., 2018; Chheang, 2015).

Second, international organizations help to develop mechanism 
for regional governance for protection and promotion of the rights 
of migrant workers. During the 5th AFML in 2012, ILO launched a 
project titled the ASEAN Triangle. This project was funded by the 
Canadian International Development Authority (CIDA) and was 
running from 2012 to 2016. This project aimed to reduce exploitation 
of migrant workers and increased protection for them (Nodzenski 
et.al., 2016). Their programmes were directed to support AFML in its 
function as a tripartite mechanism and enhance the participation of 
CSOs within the mechanism. The project also runs programmes 
aimed to strengthen the relation between and among workers and 
their respective employers’ organization. All and all beneficiaries of 
this ASEAN Triangle Project include almost every player involved in 
the issues, i.e., the ACMW, ASEAN Confederation of Employers (ACE), 
ASEAN Trade Union Council (ATUC), TF-AMW, CSOs working in this 
issue, and migrant workers, as well as potential migrant workers in 
the region (ILO, 2014). The employers and labour organizations 
participating in the project were nominated by ILO Bureau for 
Workers Activities (ACTRAV) (Rother, 2018). The project also supports 
the continuation of ILO’s programme to promote low-cost and 
efficient remittance systems to ASEAN Member-States (Chheang, 
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2015). This programme was funded by the Australian Government 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and Global Affairs Canada (GAC) 
(ILO, 2020). 

Lastly, international organizations such as ILO, WHO, UN Women 
and IOM also supported national and regional actors in their 
campaign and lobbying activities. (Nodzenski et.al., 2016). 
Particularly, WHO plays a role in advocating policy related to 
migrant-sensitive health (Guinto, 2015), while UN Women was 
involved in advocating gender perspective in nasional and regional 
norms, laws, and policies on migrant labour. They were also 
interested in finding as many information as possible about the 
situation faced by women migrant workers, both documented and 
undocumented (UN Women, 2013). The ILO, IOM, and UN Women 
representatives participate actively in AFML as resource persons, 
experts, and observers (Rother, 2018). Furthermore, the ILO through 
their ASEAN Triangle Project and Triangle in ASEAN Programme 
help to fund some of AFML agendas and help ACMW in the drafting 
processes of the background papers of AFML thematic agendas.

4.5 When Love and Hate Collides: An Opportunity Opened for 
CSOs Involvement in AFML 

It is important to acknowledge that CSOs represent the interests 
of the people, which are opposite to the interests of the majority the 
ASEAN Member-States. Even though there are still some flaws and 
limitations of CSOs involvement in ASEAN processes related to 
migrant issues, overall, we should acknowledge the existing 
mechanism as quite an achievement that can be a lesson learned to 
others or future CSOs advocacy in the region. Our study identifies 
five factors that support CSOs’ involvement and meaningful 
contribution in AFML and ASEAN Consensus. Those are: (1) the 
AFML Tripartite Plus / Tripartite+ model, (2) the follow-up mechanism 
for the output of AFML, (3) the existing of other supporting avenues 
to AFML, (4) support from the international organization, and (5) an 
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established regional mechanism which provide support for further 
cooperation and coordination. This subchapter will elaborate on 
each of the factors. 

***

We argue that the first and the main factor that supports the 
wider involvement of CSOs in the regional mechanism is, the 
institutional model of AFML as a regional tripartite plus CSO 
(Tripartite Plus / Tripartite+). This model allows the exchange of 
good practices and ideas between leaders of member-states, 
representatives of workers and employers organizations, 
representatives of international organizations (such as the UN 
Women, International Labour Organization (ILO), and International 
Organization for Migration (IOM)), as well as representatives of 
national/regional CSOs working on the issue. This tripartite+ 
mechanism allows CSOs to officially take part in the policy-making 
processes and discuss and convey their concerns directly – face-to-
face – to the related government officials responsible for the issue 
(at the ministerial level). It should be acknowledged that the 
opportunity for national CSOs to participate in AFML or ASEAN 
Consensus was the output of the lobbying activities conducted 
regional CSOs – such as WG-AHRM and SAPA – towards  ASEAN, 
during the early stage of Cebu Declaration and TF-AMW making 
process. 

Second, there is a clear mechanism of how to proceed with the 
output of the AFML (the annual recommendation). During AFML, 
CSOs and other participants formulate ideas and discuss their 
concern and interest; later, the result is conveyed and discussed by 
the leaders at the Senior Labour Official Meeting (SLOM) to be 
adopted in any ASEAN and member-states related documents. Due 
to the nature of the recommendation, like other ASEAN documents, 
that is not legally binding, adoption does not necessarily mean 
implementation; implementation is not compulsory. It will still 
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depend on the national laws of each member-states. However, 
AFML mechanism allows CSOs and international organizations such 
as ILO to monitor the implementations. 

Third, aside from the AFML itself, there are other avenues in 
which CSOs can discuss related issues with fellow CSOs and other 
stakeholders. This includes pre-AFML forums such as the National 
CSO Preparatory Meeting and the National Tripartite-Plus 
Preparatory Meetings and post-AFML Meeting.  Additionally, there 
were also CSOs Sub-Regional and Regional Consultation Meetings. 
The meetings allow deeper discussion between representatives of 
CSOs, trade/labour organizations, governments, and related 
international organizations on the recommendation for AFML and 
its implementation. 

Fourth, there is a mechanism of support provided by international 
organization such as ILO in term of managerial capacity building 
and organizational funding, not only for AFML as the regional 
platform, but also for all the stakeholders, including for the official 
at the state level, as well as member of CSOs, and the labour union. 

Fifth, there is an existing regional mechanism which supports 
cooperation and coordination among the involved stakeholders, 
mainly among the non-state actors. This includes cooperation 
between CSOs and workers/trade union both in national and 
regional levels, which allows them to elaborate the issues of migrant 
labours thoroughly and have a better understanding of the issues. 
There is also the mechanism of the TF-AMW which involves the 
cooperation and coordination of the CSOs working on the issue of 
human rights and migrant rights, as well as trade unions and 
migrant worker associations. The task force not only takes the lead 
in formulating the recommendations to be submitted to AFML and 
ASEAN Consensus, but also initiates movements such as campaign 
and lobbying and advocacy efforts that will directly or indirectly 
influence the ASEAN Member-States and ASEAN policy making 
process on the migrant labours’ right protection issues. 
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***

In conclusion, it is understood that CSOs meaningful contribution 
in AFML and ASEAN Consensus was made possible mainly because 
of the inclusion of them as part of the Tripartite+ Mechanism of 
AFML itself and the space given in the ASEAN Consensus policy-
making. As an official party in the formal policy-making system, the 
words of CSOs are equally powerful as the other two parties, and 
their opinion equally matters. By commitment, the leaders must 
listen to them, as the CSOs are to the leaders. Aside from the 
challenges and limitation faced by the CSOs, the mechanism at least 
allows them to be an insider, no longer an outsider playing in the 
side-line. 

How can these findings be useful as a model to empower ACSC/
APF, will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Empowering ACSC/APF: A Way 
Entailed, A Way Forward

5.1 Introduction
In contrast to the encouraging findings we identified in this 

research when assessing the role of CSOs in AFML, our study’s 
output on the role of ACSC/APF as an avenue for civil society 
participation on ASEAN processes was rather discouraging. This is 
particularly in term of the event’s ability in advocating the interest of 
the people (as it is expressed in the document of recommendations) 
to the ASEAN leaders. As elaborated in Chapter 3, this study 
identifies some concerning points related to the organization and 
the event’s governance that might lead to the unsuccessful mission. 
Those are differences in the perception and expectation among the 
CSOs themselves towards ACSC/APF, the very diverse topics 
discussed during the conferences, the politicization of the of 
interface meeting, the non-existence mechanism for follow-up 
action, and the inharmonious relations between the Regional 
Steering Committees (RSC) and the National Organizing Committees 
(NOC) as the organizer of ACSC/APF.

In this chapter, we present a series of recommendationss of 
what to empower ACSC/APF for the forum to fulfil its mission. The 
recommendation was drawn based on the lesson learned we got 
when analysing the AFML mechanism, which allows wider 
participation of CSOs in their processes. To do so, as discussed in 
subchapter on Methodology in Chapter 1, we applied a Comparative 
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Analysis (CA) research method. As we applied the method, we 
consider ACSC/APF and AFML as two regional institutions in ASEAN 
(Stafford, 2013). In comparing and constrasting both institutions, 
we basically look for similarities and differences in the patterns of 
interactor relationship, the mechanisms, and the two’s governance. 
We took a lot of notes of elements of particularity then concluded 
the five points of strengths that support the active involvement of 
CSOs in AFML and the five points of limitations that hindered the 
ACSC/APF to function as it expected. As this method also allows us 
to establish some hypothetical relationships among variables 
(Peters, 2020), we then recommend how to empower ACSC/APF.

5.2 Our Recommendation
Thus, what to do to empower ACSC/APF? This study comes up 

with five points of recommendation. As mentioned at the beginning 
of this report, the recommendation was drawn mainly based on the 
lesson learned from the AFML processes discussed in Chapter 4. In 
addition to that, we also carefully considered the existing modalities 
ACSC/APF has so far and the challenges it faces along the way. It 
includes consideration on the different characters of the actors 
involved in the processes (i.e., the ASEAN Member-States, the ASEAN 
Secretariat, and the CSOs themselves), and the immaterial elements 
which influences the running of ACSC/APF so far (including history, 
common practices, the conduct of interactor relations, including the 
ASEAN Way of policy making mechanism). When constructing our 
recommendation, we also put the element of human security, 
people interest, and people-centredness in the heart of our 
consideration. Putting those elements together into perspective, we 
propose an organizational model of a forum run by and for the 
people of Southeast Asia. 
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Figure 5-1. Organizational Model of an Effective Advocacy Forum for 
and by Southeast Asian People

By proposing this model, we put forward five points of 
recommendations, which we presented below based on level of 
urgency and feasibility.

• Re-branding of the forum
To empower the forum, we argue that it is necessary to have a 

new brand. We understand the long history behind the 1st ASEAN 
Civil Society Conference’s organisation in Kuala Lumpur in 2005. 
The idea behind Thailand’s decision to run the 1st ASEAN People’s 
Forum in Bangkok in 2008. Without ruling the historical perspective, 
we propose a new brand for the forum: “Forum of Southeast Asian 
People (F-SEAP)”, for three reasons. First, the new brand sounds 
similar to the current name – which is good to avoid a drastic change. 
Second, to call it ‘forum’ fits more to the general expectation for 
F-SEAP to carry a continuing advocacy mission, compared to a 
‘conference’ which implies a one-off event – this will be discussed 
further in the following point of recommendation. Third, to use the 
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term ‘Southeast Asia’ rather than ‘ASEAN’ as the people’s attachment 
is a strategic decision. Adopting the term ‘Southeast Asia’ highlights 
the forum’s preference to work on the people’s interest more than 
serving the interest of the ASEAN Member-States. The term also 
highlights the transboundary nature of the people’s issue, which 
will be discussed by F-SEAP. The people’s concerns on the 
improvement of quality of life, human rights protection, environment, 
health, good governance, etc are found everywhere in the region.  
Human insecurity issues – with varying degrees of implications – are 
experienced by the people everywhere in the region, regardless of 
their citizenship, or in which country they usually reside. It only 
makes sense for the region to organize a forum in which, by 
principle, people’s interests are treated as equally – if not more – 
important than the state’s interests. 

The re-branding will, hence, serve two rationales. First, substantial 
rationale: the new brand more clearly reflects F-SEAP’s preference 
in supporting the interest of the people in the region, regardless of 
their country of origin. Second, technical rational – the new brand is 
more straightforward, shorter, and easier to pronounce than the 
current brand (ACSC/APF). There will be a consistency in calling the 
forum as ‘F-SEAP’ unlike currently when it was interchangeably 
called ‘ACSC’, or ‘APF’, or ‘ACSC-APF’. Hence, the new brand will be 
more recognisable and more marketable – which will be good for 
the development of the forum in the long term.

• Institutionalization of the Forum
We argue that F-SEAP should – by design – be developed as a 

platform for CSOs in the region to work together on the issues 
related to the people of Southeast Asia. It should not be designed 
only as an annual get-together event, although the annual conference 
will still be the main agenda. As a platform, the forum should be 
formally institutionalised, supported by a term of reference (ToR), 
which identifies, among others, principles, mandate, functions, and 
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mechanisms of F-SEAP. There should be a clear identification of the 
role and responsibility of RSC and NOC as the two organizing 
committees; the relations of consultation and coordination between 
them should be structured and clearly defined. It is expected that 
the ToR will reduce the potential conflict of interest between the 
two committees, as is often the case now. As it is now, the NOC 
focuses on the technical aspects of planning, preparing, and running 
the annual conference and incorporating the interests of their 
respective government (as the host of the conference) in the 
processes. The RSC will be responsible for the substantive part of 
the forum, come up with the annual theme, and topics and subtopics 
to be discussed in the annual conference. In addition to this, we 
propose that the RSC be responsible for establishing and later 
supporting the Working Group on Selected Issues (WGSI – the new 
entity within F-SEAP, discussed further in the following point of 
recommendation). 

The ToR should also be set to manage, although loosely, the 
relations between the forum (F-SEAP), the two committees (RSC & 
NOC), and other actors involved in the process, including the 
national & regional CSOs, member-states, ASEAN Secretariat, and 
other related entities such international organization, international 
union, and other Southeast Asia national and regional organizations. 
As shown in Figure 1 above, the national and regional CSOs will get 
involved in F-SEAP processes in at least three different roles. First, 
they give a mandate to RSC’s personnel to run the F-SEAP on behalf 
of the people. Second, when relevant, they will actively participate in 
the working group (discussed further below). Third, they will be in 
close contact with the NOC to arrange their attendance and 
participation at the F-SEAP annual conference. 

In relations to member-states and the ASEAN Secretariat 
involvement in F-SEAP processes, mechanisms are particularly 
required to arrange the delivery of the recommendations (either via 
the interface meeting, or through other avenues), and afterwards to 
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encourage and monitor the adoption and implementation of the 
recommendations by the leaders. It is also expected that the 
mechanisms will work to minimize member-states’ intention to 
intervene with the planning and the running of the interface meeting 
and the conference arrangement at large. Of course, there is a 
possibility that the member-states and the ASEAN Secretariat were 
not happy with the mechanisms and decided to ignore or go against 
it. Under these circumstances, it is then up to the forum on how to 
respond to the rejection, according to the agreed term of reference 
(ToR) discussed earlier in this part.

• Establishment of Working Group on Selected Issues
Working Group on Selected Issue (WGSI) is an ad hoc entity 

proposed by this research to support the forum’s ideal function as 
a regional platform for CSOs to work on strategic issues facing by 
the people of Southeast Asia. The strategic issues can be identified 
based on the existing convergent topics (that have been discussed 
in the convergent spaces during the last four ACSC/APF). WGSI will 
be established based on RSC decision on the regional issues that 
F-SEAP will be advocating throughout the year, one WGSI per issue. 
We propose for each WGSI to include a maximum of 20 individuals 
(representative of national and regional CSOs) with an excellent 
track record working on the indicated issue. They will meet monthly 
to develop the issue: starting from identifying the root of the 
problem, the difficulties and challenges faced by the people when 
dealing with the issues, and proposing the possible way forward. 
During the monthly meeting, the group might want to talk directly 
to the people having the problem, discuss the situation with related 
government bodies, and learn from other region’s experiences. The 
group must come up with a very detailed recommendation of what 
to do (accompanied by an elaborative description of what happened), 
be officially submitted to the related ministries in the ten member-
states, and the ASEAN Secretariat during, the F-SEAP annual 
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conference. It is also part of the group’s responsibilities to make 
sure that the designated policymakers take the recommendation 
seriously and put appropriate effort to follow it up. The group’s 
mission will be accomplished once the recommendation has been 
adopted and well-implemented. Throughout, the group is required 
to share their advocacy to their stakeholders, mainly the people.

We argue that the continuous work of WGSI will help strengthen 
the profile of F-SEAP as an advocacy platform for the CSOs in the 
region. For WGSI to be successful, they need full commitments from 
many expert personnel with practical experiences working on the 
issue. They also need full support from RSC, as discussed further 
below.

• Redefinition of RSC’s roles and responsibilities
As F-SEAP is no longer just an annual event, but more as a 

platform for cooperation, RSC now holds a wider responsibility and 
plays an even more strategic role within the F-SEAP mechanism. In 
addition to the typical roles and responsibilities it has so far in 
directing and supporting the work of NOC, RSC will also need to 
support the work of WGSI. RSC will facilitate WGSI monthly meeting 
and make best use of their personal network to create links for 
dialogue between WGSI and policy makers; RSC will also be 
responsible for finding donors to fund WGSI’s year-long activities. 
RSC is also responsible for developing and maintaining constructive 
partnership with other entities (defined in Recommendation no.2). 
The forum might gain support in terms of funding and provide 
expertise on issues, individual capacity building, and managerial 
skills. 

In general, RSC should perform as the heart of the F-SEAP 
mechanism. It should coordinate and support the work of NOC and 
WGSI; it should arrange and manage the participation and 
contribution of national and regional CSOs, ASEAN Member-States, 
the ASEAN Secretariat, and other related entities, in the processes; 
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it should lead the way for F-SEAP to function as a platform for 
cooperation, not merely an annual get-together event as it is now. 
For this, RSC should be empowered by a set of rules and procedures 
to facilitate its governance, including procedures for personnel 
selection, identification of responsibilities and duties, decision-
making, set of principles, values, norms, etc.

• Two layers of Recommendation
Our last recommendation will be a direct consequence of the 

previous points. F-SEAP is now a regional platform for CSOs 
cooperation whose activities include the year-long advocacy work 
conducted by the WGSI, and an annual ‘get-together’ conference 
organized by the NOC. With this, F-SEAP now can submit a two-
layers recommendation to the policy-makers. The first layer will be 
the recommendation on selected issues prepared by the WGSI, 
which – as discussed before – is in-depth and thorough. The second 
layer will be the recommendation from the annual conference, 
which – as it is now – covers a broad range of issues but with 
minimum elaboration. Both recommendations will be delivered to 
the ten member-states’ leaders (usually represented by the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs) and the ASEAN Secretariat, during the interface 
meeting around the end of the conference. However, the first 
recommendation will also be submitted directly to the related 
minister and other government agencies working on the issues, to 
ensure its adoption and implementation.  

***

To summarize, the five points of recommendation altogether is 
an effort to empower ACSC/APF – to make it be an effective advocacy 
forum. Referring to the discussion in Chapter 3, some of the five 
points have been acknowledged by participants of ACSC/APF as 
issued need to be overcome. For example in the 2007 ACSC in 
Singapore, participants have aware of the importance of the forum 
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to be a ‘live process’ throughout the year, not just as an annual get 
together.  In the 2016 ACSC/APF the participants demanded ASEAN 
Member-States to seriously review and commit to the 
implementation of the recommendations. Both the 2019 and 2020 
ACSC/APFs came up with ideas of creating an alternative forum to 
allow constant communication between participants after the 
conferences. So far, none of these special recommendations come 
to the realization.

Without particularly addressing any of the above concerns, we 
came up with the ideas of re-branding, institutionalisation, 
establishment of a new entity, redefinition of RSC’s roles, and the 
point on recommendation. These five points are what we think as 
necessary, and doable. Of the five, attention should particularly be 
given to the points on establishing WGSI and the two-layer 
recommendations – as both are very practical points with a 
minimum chance for rejection. We acknowledge that further 
elaboration is still required to develop a more detailed suggestion 
on how to tactfully re-branding the forum and redefine RSC without 
causing inadequate responses from the current member of RSC.

5.3 The Challenges Ahead
Interestingly but unintentionally, this research has identified 

three big fives: five points of limitation of ACSC/APF, five points of 
strengths of AFML, and five points of recommendation on how to 
empower ACSC/APF based on the best practices we learn from 
AFML.
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Figure 5-2. Summary of Findings
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the difficulties created by a domestic politics system. As part of their 
strategy, CSOs might need to consider partnering with national/
regional think tanks (Track-2 Diplomacy) and the media and private 
sector. Second, our CSOs are benefitting from the constructive 
involvement of external actors. It can be in the form of financial 
support, experts to develop skills and knowledge, and moral and 
‘power’ support that can increase their bargaining position against 
policymakers. Surely, our CSOs should have a firm position, to make 
sure that they are the one who used the modalities provided by the 
external actors, and not the other way around when our CSOs were 
being used by to serve external interest on ASEAN. Third, our CSOs 
rely more on informality and less on structured mechanisms in 
running their advocacy movement, unless when dealing with the 
government when they have to follow the given governance. The 
way we see it, considering the diversity of interests within our 
network of CSOs, having some kind of governance within the 
network is necessary to increase the movement’s effectiveness. 
Fourth, in certain cases, our CSOs faces a dilemma between adopting 
universal norms in one hand and preserving Asian Values, the 
ASEAN Way, and local/regional wisdom on the other hand. Handling 
this dilemma is never easy. Again, to have a good coordination, 
communication, open-mindedness, and some shared understanding 
of what is good for the people in the region, is required as moral 
guidance in dealing with the dilemma.

These findings might be confirming the situation that our CSOs 
have long been faced in their engagement with ASEAN. These might 
also confirm the nature and the character of the civil society 
movement in general. This could be taken as given circumstances 
that have to be dealing with regardless. Alternatively, this could be 
taken as challenges to overcome. Researches hence are required to 
identify whether these situations should be considered as strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities or threats to the effectiveness of CSOs 
movement in the region As our team sees it, Southeast Asian CSOs 
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are growing, not only in term of the quantity, but more importantly 
also in term of managing their way, and organizing their effort to 
contribute constructively in the process of ASEAN regionalism. 

***
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This study has successfully come up with a new proposed model of 
CSOs’ engagement in ASEAN 

Daniel Awigra.

This book provides the readers with an insight and understanding 
about the challenges and potential opportunities for civil society 

engagement in ASEAN. This book analyses the ideal model of 
interactor relations in dealing with regional issues 

Dhanny Safitri.

This book discusses challenges faced by ACSC/APF in creating 
avenues for the people engagement in Southeast Asia. The book 
provides recommendation for ACSC/APF empowerment, taking 

lessons from AFML as another civil society forum in ASEAN
Kirana Virajati 

This book helps readers understand the limitation of civil society 
participation in ASEAN – a situation created by ASEAN Member-

States’ reluctancy in welcoming the involvement of non-state actor 
in the process of regionalism

Petrus Putut Pradhopo Wening.


