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In the face of rising
trade tensions

and increasing
protectionism,
ASEAN should work
together to deepen
the market integration
to make sure that

the ASEAN Economic
Community agenda is
being implemented.
Expanding trade
relations with
countries outside
ASEAN, specifically
signing FTAs, is also
crucial.

Different countries
and regions are now
looking at ASEAN as
an important partner
in this increasing
trade and investment
link in the world. For
example, Canada is
now in the process of
trying to develop an

FTA with ASEAN.

Aladdin D. Rillo

Deputy Secretary-General
of ASEAN for ASEAN
Economic Community
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ASEAN Needs To Deepen
Integration In The Face
Of Trade Protectionism

At the 7" ERIA Editors’ Roundtable “ASEAN and
Indo-pacific: challenges ahead” which took place
in Singapore recently, the Saigon Times spoke
with Dr. Aladdin D. Rillo, Deputy Secretary-
General of ASEAN for ASEAN Economic

Community. Excerpts:

Q: The AEC (ASEAN Economic
Community) has been in place
since 2015. However, a lot of
people, especially business
circles, said they have not seen
any progress so far. What is your
comment?

A:1think the most important chal-
lenge about the AEC is how to under-
stand the market integration. There
seems to be a lot of criticisms about
the ASEAN Economic Community. I
think this is mainly because not all
information about the AEC is avail-
able, which leads to a lot of misun-
derstanding about what the ASEAN
economic integration is all about.

The first thing to emphasize is that
the AEC is different from the EU (Eu-
ropean Union). It is a different model
of economic integration. Unlike the
EU, ASEAN is not trying to create a
single currency. Instead it aims to
achieve a single market by remov-
ing the different barriers to market
integration. This is a less ambitious
model of economic integration.

The problem is that most people,
when they heard about the AEC, al-
ways try to see the AEC as similar to
the EU in terms of what the EU has
achieved. The AEC is about creat-
ing a single market, with free flow
of goods, services, investment and
capital.

What initiatives have ASEAN
members done to achieve that?

In the area of goods, all the tar-
iffs are almost eliminated under the

ASEAN tariff preferential scheme.
Services trade integration has been
deepened. There are already around
10 packages of commitments across
services sub-sectors in ASEAN. These
packages refer to commitments
made by ASEAN countries to open
up the services sub-sectors in terms
of market access and national treat-
ment. A more comprehensive agree-
ment called ATISA (the ASEAN Trade
in Services Agreement) is now be-
ing negotiated and is expected to be
signed at the ASEAN Leaders Summit
in November this year.

The ASEAN investment regime
has become more open over the
years. The ASEAN Comprehen-
sive Investment Agreement (ACIA)
has been implemented since 2012,
and is now in the process of being
amended to make sure that this
agreement remains supportive to
the needs and the requirements of
the market. Through ACIA, invest-
ment barriers have been gradually
eliminated over time.

To further strengthen trade and
investment flows in ASEAN, financial
conditions have become supportive
through the implementation of vari-
ous initiatives such as banking inte-
gration and deepening of capital mar-
kets. In addition, efforts have been
intensified in other sectors under the
AEC such as agriculture, infrastruc-
ture, energy, science and technol-
ogy, telecommunications, and SMEs
(small and medium enterprises).

So overall, what we are trying to

do in the region is to develop the
right conditions to allow the mar-
ket to become more open, transpar-
ent, and integrated. That process of
market integration will continue.
These developments clearly show
that the AEC is working and is suc-
cessful in producing concrete re-
sults for the region.

But do you think relevant
stakeholders, especially
enterprises, are aware of these
achievements?

I think one issue to address is how
to strengthen the implementation of
the AEC. This can be addressed at
two levels. At the country level, there
is a need to ensure that agencies in
charge of integration are able to co-
ordinate their efforts and ensure
that activities on the ground are ef-
fectively implemented. It is also im-
portant that public outreach is be-
ing pursued to inform the public of
what market integration under the
AEC is all about. I think increasing

the public awareness of the AEC and
strengthening a sense of ownership
by countries is crucial for the success
of our market integration.

At the regional level, since 2015
the region has put in place a moni-
toring and evaluation framework to
ensure that all measures under the
AEC are effectively implemented.
But more is needed. For example, the
country review mechanism needs to
be strengthened to identify problems
that affect the implementation of
AEC measures and to explore ways to
address them.

I think ASEAN should really focus
on these issues to move forward.

In a changing world with the
tension between the United States
and China running high, what
should ASEAN do to cope with
challenges ahead?

In the face of rising trade tensions
and increasing protectionism, ASE-
AN should work together to deepen
the market integration to make sure

that the ASEAN Economic Commu-
nity agenda is being implemented.
Expanding trade relations with coun-
tries outside ASEAN, specifically
signing FTAs, is also crucial.

Different countries and regions are
now looking at ASEAN as an impor-
tant partner in this increasing trade
and investment link in the world. For
example, Canada is now in the pro-
cess of trying to develop an FTA with
ASEAN.

I think the conditions in the re-
gion have become more supportive.
One reason for that is our ability
to harness the benefits of our mar-
ket integration. Integration has not
only increased the efficiency of con-
sumption and production but more
than that, I think, it increases the
contestability of our markets. Inte-
gration gives ASEAN a distinct com-
parative advantage that makes the
region attractive, and thus further
contributes to the region’s inherent
dynamism.

Reported by Thuy Dung
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The efficiency of railway infrastructure is said to have yet to live up with what the State has invested in it.
The competitiveness of railway transport is still limited, making its market share decline in recent years.
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