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sBOIOLIMM MonalibHOCTH coTpynHudectBa ACEAH ¢ ee moreHumanoMm u
OTPaHUYECHUSIMU.

Knrwueeswvie cnoea: Dxonommnueckoe CoobmectBo ACEAH o 2025 rona,
a¢ddekT macmTadba, 30HbI IKOHOMHUUYECKOTO POCTa, HOPUANYECKAsT B3aUMOCBS-
3aHHOCTh, HUbpoBbie MmIardopmbl, JlenoBoit KoncyneratuBHbIli CoBeT
ACEAH

The year 2020 marks the middle point between two ASEAN Eco-
nomic Community (AEC) deadlines: the AEC-2015 and the AEC-2025.
The final aim of the AEC project is to make Southeast Asia an area with
economic scale effect. The task is not to outperform China as an eco-
nomic powerhouse — suffice it to look at China’s and ASEAN’s popula-
tions and GDPs to see its futility. Nor is it to integrate ASEAN in the
global economy — as practice demonstrates, global economic trends are
more detrimental than conducive to ASEAN’s long-term interests. The
problem lies in a different dimension: along with the globalization of the
Asia-Pacific region and Southeast Asia as its part, ASEAN is increasing-
ly drifting in the contradictions between its extra-regional partners,
mainly China and the United States, as a result of which the association
may well fade into irrelevance.

To successfully respond to this challenge, the association has to
achieve the scale effect. Specifically, this means to make Southeast Asia
a unified economic and business-friendly area so as to stimulate domes-
tic consumption and incentivize both ASEAN’s and extra-regional com-
panies to invest in Southeast Asia. Also, this includes stimulating trans-
national cooperation between the companies of the ASEAN member-
states from the substantial, legal, digital and institutional perspectives. In
the latter regard, a timely exercise is to trace the activity and the interim
results of ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ABAC).

koK

The ASEAN Economic Community Vision:
from 2015 to 2025

The ASEAN Economic Community, with all its flaws and defi-
ciencies, remains the only one completed multilateral project of econom-
ic regionalism with declared eventual aims. With uncertain prospects of
RCEP and CPTTP, as well as of APEC as a multilateral dialogue plat-
form, the existence of AEC itself gives investors grounds for optimism.
While assessing the specificity of the ASEAN Economic Community,
the following factors bear relevance.
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First, the Association has always been overshadowed by its power-
ful neighbors. Suffice it to mention that since the establishment of
ASEAN, the economic agenda of the ASEAN member states, as well as
of the association as an international actor, has been defined by Japan
(Singapore belonged to the NIE-1 while Malaysia, the Philippines, Thai-
land and Indonesia were members of the NIE-2 cohort). In the late
1980s — early 1990s, no less important was the influence of the US and
Australia manifested by the establishment of APEC as an alternative
platform of economic regionalism — even for ASEAN member states.
Since the late 1990s, China’s influence has been increasingly felt in
Southeast Asia, later on strongly magnified by CAFTA and BRI. Lastly
but importantly, South Korea and India have traditionally been
ASEAN’s principal economic partners.

Second, the association has been and remains torn apart by two
mutually contradicting priorities. On the one hand, the ASEAN member
states realize the necessity to achieve the scale effect since otherwise to
counter the Chinese, American and Indian economic clouts is impossi-
ble. On the other hand, these countries have been unable to overcome the
“curse of consensus” so that to perform this task. At present, this contra-
diction becomes more obvious as in the forthcoming digital era the scale
effect increases its prominence in stimulating the B2B and the B2C ex-
changes.

Third, ASEAN understands that its competitiveness stems from the
extent of regional connectivity. This has three dimensions: the physical
connectivity, the institutional connectivity and the people-to-people con-
nectivity. But in the present international circumstances, this narrative is
seriously undermined. If so, efforts should be redoubled to stimulate ex-
changes at all levels as soon as the present COVID-19 pandemic goes
down. But this will be difficult since at least two of the three connectivi-
ty pillars, by their very nature, require a constant increase of physical
contacts.

The journey to the ASEAN Economic Community (as part of the
ASEAN Community) started in 1997 when the association adopted
ASEAN Vision 2020. The beginning of the 2000s gave the association
new food for thought with relevance to the economic community build-
ing as Southeast Asia was losing its competitiveness vis-a-vis China and
India. Additionally, bilateral FTAs between individual ASEAN member
states and their extra-regional partners produced a dividing rather than
an integrating effect on ASEAN’s multilateral projects. The report is-
sued by McKinsey revealed that the key reason for these disturbing
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trends stems from the fragmented state of ASEAN’s market'. Conse-
quently, the association realized it was imperative to ensure extra-
regional investors that Southeast Asia could become the unified area of
economic and business activity.

After changing the date when the ASEAN Community was sched-
uled to be established from 2020 to 2015, the association issued the AEC
Blueprint. In this document, the national, subregional, regional and
global vectors of ASEAN community building efforts were outlined”.
The final aim was to make Southeast Asia the unified investor-friendly
geo-economic area in order to expand the instruments of ASEAN mem-
ber states to re-energize their economic development.

Having implemented both interim scorecards and the final assess-
ment of the ASEAN Economic Community, the association had to admit
that the AEC was still work in progress. In fact, the process was not fi-
nalized as many problems remained unresolved. While the trade liberali-
zation 1n the AFTA framework was successful, non-tariff barriers and
infrastructure deficiencies undermined free flows of goods, services and
investment. The priorities of multinationals which develop the East
Asian value-added supply and production chains run counter to
ASEAN’s prospective plans since not all ASEAN member states partici-
pate in these networks. Of special note are remaining infrastructure gaps
and significant differences in positions which the ASEAN member states
occupy in global doing business rankings. But most importantly,
ASEAN’s principles of cooperation, including commercial dispute-
settlement mechanisms, were not modified since such attempts might
have produced a dividing rather than an integrating effect on the intra-
ASEAN multilateral projects.

At the same time, the strategic significance of AEC should not be
underestimated. The fact that Southeast Asia 1s portrayed in the interna-
tional media as a single market and a single production base itself incen-
tivizes extra-regional multinationals to monitor business opportunities
there’. The issues relevant to the global economy are often debated,
which develops expertise on them in the ASEAN member states. This is
all the more important since the Asia-Pacific region, as well as ASEAN
and its institutions, is irreversibly globalizing.

To remedy the existing shortcomings and re-energize its communi-
ty-building efforts, ASEAN adopted a new AEC vision (to 2025 as the
target year). The new document, which includes five directions instead
of four, is more result-oriented (as more deliberate cooperation is priori-
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tized) and more people-oriented (as the business community and civil
society organizations are emphasized as stakeholders)”.

Summing up the main challenges the AEC-2025 is encountering,
the following are worthy of note. The growing nationalism and protec-
tionism, as aftereffects of incomplete national modernization, prioritize
the implementation of national projects, while the regional cooperation
still remains a secondary priority. China’s economic pains strongly hit
ASEAN and its prospective plans. The implications are manifold rang-
ing from the dependence on China’s slowdown when the PRC faces dif-
ficulties to economic and political blows as a result of China’s pending
rise. The middle development trap factor suggests that the ASEAN
member states just do not expect too much from the AEC and participate
in the AEC initiatives as long as it serves their interests. But most im-
portantly, the current COVID-19 pandemic undermines the connectivity
agenda as the key instrument and simultaneously goal of cooperation in
order to make Southeast Asia an investor-attractive destination.

In the midst of the globalizing Asia-Pacific region and Southeast
Asia as its part, which is reflected in the “Global ASEAN” as a direction
of the AEC-2025, the association has to frame its response to the painful
global realities.

Among the key challenges, the far-reaching aftereffects of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution are especially worthy of note. To start, the
“productivity paradox” matters since many technologically advanced
software tools, like gaming and entertaining programs, do not aim to in-
crease labor-based productivity while the beneficiaries of the free flows
of information are mostly people with socially provocative behavior. As
a consequence, the contradiction between income and qualification may
well be constantly increasing. Concomitant with this development may
well be prospects for the Southeast Asian countries to lose their hard-
won competitive advantages.

Another likely aftereffect is the rise in inequality. From this per-
spective, Southeast Asia has always been a subregion of contrasts, but its
present extent is really astonishing. As the ASEAN Post Team points
out, ““... The richest one percent in Thailand controls 58 percent of the
country’s wealth and the top 10 percent earned 35 times more than the
bottom 10 percent. In Indonesia, the four richest men have more wealth
than the poorest 100 million people, and about 50 percent of the coun-
try’s wealth 1s in the hands of the top one percent. In Vietnam, 210 of
the country’s super-rich earn more than enough in a year to lift 3.2 mil-
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lion people out of poverty. The country’s richest man earns more in a
day than the poorest person earns in 10 years™.

But the real problem stems from not the inequality per se, but from
the implications it carries. Specifically, imbalances not only between, but
also within (in both cases emphasis added — the authors) individual
ASEAN member states may well be aggravated. Coupled with the ongo-
ing rise of income inequality, this will exert destructive influence on the
AEC. In the present context, an important factor should be mentioned:
while in the “economic miracle” era the formation of the middle class
was premised upon the advantage of time (since getting, for instance,
vocational education and training usually takes several years), and the
problem of inequality was more or less manageable, now obtaining new
professional skills should be resolved within severe time constraints.

The present COVID-19 pandemic may well further exacerbate the
problem of inequality due to aggravating social challenges in the South-
east Asian countries. A significant part of their population lives in slums
with no medical care and social protection, not to mention overcrowded
and unsanitary conditions. Other vulnerable segments include labor mi-
grants, mostly in legal “grey zones”, and the informal sector, as well as
people living in remote rural areas. According to the available estimates,
only four of ten ASEAN states have (near) universal health coverage’. If
so, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic the deficiencies of social
protection will remain grave regardless any implemented measures.

The aforesaid trends reveal the realistic assessment that the associ-
ation and its member states have to expand the spectrum of their instru-
ments to give their prospective plans a fresh impetus. At these compli-
cated crossroads, ASEAN needs to allocate additional resources, mainly,
the activity of the commercial sector of its member states, as the factor
of economic growth and, by implication, economic regionalism.

The Business Dimension of ASEAN’s
Economic Community Building Policy

Stating that the necessity to integrate business in the AEC as a part
of stimulating transnational exchanges (emphasis added) is growing, a
preliminary remark is relevant. It is common knowledge that the
ASEAN member states occupy different places in international rankings
of doing business. It does not seem necessary to specifically point out
that the percentage of, for instance, pave roads in Singapore differs from
the corresponding indicators of, say, Laos, while the levels of protecting
minority investors in Malaysia and Myanmar are not even remotely
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comparable. If so, the emphasis should be placed on the extent to which
the business community of the ASEAN member states is ready to pro-
mote transnational exchanges. Since the implementation of this task is in
itself time-consuming, the previously developed background is a vital
precondition. At this analytical juncture, three contributory factors de-
serve exploring — the economic growth zones, the institutional and the
digital aspects of transnational commercial exchanges.

In Southeast Asia, the economic growth zones focused on the
transnational development of geographically close areas by means of
jointly using production factors: goods, services, capital and manpower.
The economic growth zones are based on the historically developed and
consolidated ties, which in many cases are localized at trans-border areas
rather than are integrated with other parts of the respective countries (for
instance, the Indonesian islands Sulawesi and Sumatra are better linked
with Malaysia rather than to Jakarta). The economic growth zones do not
mean changing the trade policies of the countries involved, because of
which to form a growth zone is easier and faster than to implement a ful-
ly-fledged integration initiative. The growth zones are non-
discriminatory against third countries: on the contrary, their output is fo-
cused primarily on third countries owing to shallow local markets and a
narrow assortment of production. Lastly but importantly, these zones are
often “public-private partnership testing grounds” in which the public
sector tackles legal and administrative issues while the private sector is
tasked mostly with project funding.

Examples of the development of the economic growth zones in-
clude the Greater Mekong Subregion Growth Zone, the Si-Jo-Ri Growth
Zone (Singapore-Johor-Riau), BIMP-EAGA (Brunei — Indonesia — Ma-
laysia — Philippines — East Asia Growth Area) and the IMT (Indonesia-
Malaysia-Thailand) Growth Triangle. While details may differ, as the
countries of, for instance, Si-Jo-Ri and the Greater Mekong Zone are
hardly comparable in geography, levels of “hard” and “soft” infrastruc-
ture development, as well as in fundraising possibilities, their common
feature 1s the down-top vector of cooperation, in which the private sector
plays one of the pivotal roles.

But in practice, the private sector has been mostly reluctant, rather
than enthusiastic, in developing these growth zones. In Singapore and
Malaysia, mostly government-linked companies are provided with insti-
tutional and economic incentives’. There are not many large-scale pro-
jects in these zones; most of the business participation can be described
as activities rather than projects®.
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The projects that require a large amount of investment are regard-
ed by companies as too risky. Most of the enterprises are not ready to
withstand domestic and regional competition simultaneously. The activi-
ties of foreign companies in some growth zones pose a risk for local
producers, which discourages the private sector from active engagement.

From the institutional and the legal perspective, ASEAN’s efforts
to incentivize the companies of its member states to intensify their activ-
ity across Southeast Asia have produced mixed results. Although after
shifting from AEC-2015 to AEC-2025, the association started to imple-
ment initiatives aimed at facilitating transnational economic exchanges,
they still appear to be of limited practical use. Efforts to provide extra-
regional companies with information and facilitation support by devel-
oping the database ASEAN Trade Repository or the ASEAN Seamless
Trade Facilitation Indicators, as well as launching the ASEAN Inclusive
Business Framework, might have been timely steps, but for companies
they remain a secondary, if not a low, priority until more pertinent ques-
tions are properly addressed’.

Among them, the key is lack of the ASEAN legal connectivity as
an instrument to increase investors’ confidence. In fact, not all ASEAN
member-states have investment laws, while the countries that have such
laws differ in their scope and functionality. For instance, while the Ma-
laysian Promotion Investment Act focuses upon investment incentives,
the Thai Foreign Business Act manly outlines investment conditions and
sanctions in case of non-compliance. In the ASEAN member states, the
investment laws are not synergized with the laws of general application.
In some cases, more clarity on what kind of issues the investment law is
to cover is needed — for instance, Myanmar’s Special Economic Zone
Law which does not contain the word “investment”. More to the point,
investment laws in the ASEAN member-states often differ from invest-
ment treaties. Specifically, an “umbrella clause” that imposes responsi-
bilities on host countries and is found in investment treaties may well be
missed in investment laws'’.

Numerous regulatory requirements related but not limited corpo-
rate and “doing business” barriers, land and infrastructure use barriers,
dispute settlement and contract enforcement issues etc. are still waiting
for harmonization. This means mainly decreasing, or at least unifying,
the complexity of doing business procedures and equity restrictions, but
most importantly, the standardization of corporate legal systems all
around the ASEAN member states.
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A nuanced understanding of the business perspective in the South-
east Asian context would be impossible without its digital dimension.
The bottom line is that long-term success cannot do without the back-
ground developed in the pre-digital times. Actually, the association was
unable to synergize its initiatives of economic regionalism with the de-
mands of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. In the ASEAN context, the
teething issues include, but are not limited to, legal aspects of trade in
goods and services which become less distinguishable, taxation and so-
cial protection of employees involved in trans-border digital exchanges
(especially relevant to the emerging production chains “Made in the In-
ternet”), the balance between the informational openness and personal
confidentiality. For the association, there are no examples to follow as
the rules of multilateral cooperation, be it the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the General Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS) or the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS) were formulated long before the present-day
digital realities.

These issues should be seen in the right context: in Southeast Asia,
a common market and a common production base still remain a wishful
thinking rather than a fact of life. If so, business in Southeast Asia has to
perform a double task, namely, to increase its efficiency in the previous
conditions while simultaneously adopt to the new digital realities. Simul-
taneously, ASEAN is unlikely to define the digital agenda of coopera-
tion within the framework of its multilateral economic initiatives includ-
ing the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, by means of
providing the ASEAN member states and their companies with competi-
tive advantages.

In the present COVID-19 circumstances, the enterprises of the
ASEAN member states encounter serious difficulties. A revealing as-
sessment points out that many of these enterprises use outdated ICT in-
struments, because of which to maintain sustainable remote working and
well-organized digital customer channels i1s problematic. This inertia
may take a long time to overcome''. A separate but closely related factor
stems from lack of legal clarity of how the process of distant work is to
be properly organized and maintained.

The potential of electronic retailers in Southeast Asia is weakened
by the “last-mile delivery” problem and a large percentage of unbanked
population. As of November 2019, more than 70% of people in ASEAN
were unbanked or underbanked, while most SMEs still accepted cash
only'?. These problems existed before the present rise in demand for on-
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line orders in the conditions of the established quarantine, and now they
have come in full force. This is not to mention a decrease in purchasing
power of the population, as well as rising unemployment and increased
pressure on employees so that to meet rocketing demand in buying
products online".

Simultaneously, Chinese electronic retailers increase their activity
in Southeast Asia. Examples include the purchase of Lazada Group’s
controlling stake by Alibaba in 2016-2017, as well as interest of Tencent
and Didi Chuxing to Grab and Go-Jerk. Previously, in 2014-2015 Aliba-
ba bought 10.35% stake in Singapore Post and 34% of its logistics ser-
vice Quantium Solutions International'* while in 2018 it invested 1.1 bil-
lion dollars in Indonesian e-commerce platform Tokopedia. Another
Chinese tech giant, Tencent, already owns a 35% of Singapore based
gaming and e-commerce SEA Group, which owns Shopee, the number
one platform in Southeast Asia. In addition to its shares in Go-Jerk and
Thai tech company Ookbee, Tencent’s total investments in Southeast
Asia account for 1.7 billion dollars. Also, JD.com has invested 0.6 bil-
lion dollars in the companies all over Southeast Asia, including the Viet-
namese Tiki, the Thai Pomelo and Central Group, and the Indonesian
Traveloka.

This policy 1is strategically focused. At present, the Chinese elec-
tronic retailers aim to explore the B2C (business-to-customer) sector.
But conventional business logic suggests that sooner than later China
will embrace the B2B (business-to-business) sector, in which switching
costs for companies are incommensurably higher. As China becomes the
only provider of both hard (physical) and soft (digital) infrastructure, it
will realize the super-task of the digital part of the Belt and Road Initia-
tive: setting the standards of digital cooperation in the industrial and the
tertiary sectors.

This scenario seems plausible due to revealing developments in
Southeast Asia during the COVID-19 pandemic. As of early May 2020,
in the B2C sector consumer preferences were volatile with the focus
mostly on FMCG goods at the expense of durables. Large retailers were
better able to move online than small companies. Tellingly, in the B2B
sector local on-line platforms could not effectively operate in the condi-
tions of uncertainty. If so, the Chinese electronic retailers may well find
it easy to penetrate the markets of Southeast Asian states further benefit-
ting from the scale effect.

The afore-discussed developments suggest that problems the com-
panies of the ASEAN member states are encountering are numerous and,
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in case left unattended, will multiply. Consequently, an additional in-
strument that can stimulate the transnational business exchanges from
simultaneously substantial, institutional and digital perspectives is need-
ed. In light of this, a good case to explore is the ASEAN Business Advi-
sory Council.

ASEAN Business Advisory Council:
An Interim Assessment

The ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ASEAN-BAC, ABAC)
was established in 2003 to engage the private sector in the ASEAN Eco-
nomic Community building process. Concerning the AEC-2025, the
strategic objectives of the Council are to enable more effective participa-
tion of the private sector, including micro, small or medium-sized enter-
prises (MSMEs), in ASEAN’s activities, and to support the implementa-
tion of sectoral projects'®. Three main pillars of the Council’s activity
can be distinguished: (1) consulting states and business stakeholders, (2)
coordinating its initiatives with ASEAN Secretariat and (3) engaging
business enterprises in cooperation with each other and with ASEAN in-
stitutions, by means of this synergizing business and politics.

Specifically, the ABAC provides the political role players of the
ASEAN member states with business analytics, as well as stimulates co-
operation between business councils of individual ASEAN member
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Table 1. ASEAN-BAC Members Per Country

Source: ASEAN Business Advisory Council Members // ASEAN Business
Advisory Council [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.asean-bac.org/members

Therefore, the membership of the Council reflects the interests of
the private sector. ASEAN-BAC includes 3 representatives from each
ASEAN member state, 30 in total, and is supposed to include CEOs of
big and small or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)'®. During their man-
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date, they interact with both private sector representatives and state lead-
ers, preparing reports for the governments. Although raising internation-
al competitiveness of SMEs is declared to be one of the primary objec-
tives of the institution'’, in practice, its members are mostly affiliated
with large corporations.

The procedures of the interaction and consulting within the Coun-
cil also reflect its vulnerabilities. Namely, meetings of the states’ leaders
and their representatives in the Council are usually conducted in a for-
mal rather than a substantial way. Munir Majid, a former chairman of
ASEAN-BAC, emphasizes that meetings are held in the form of reading
statements and there is no room for discussion and exchange of ideas,
not to say about making recommendations™.

The way the Council’s activities are financed gives reasons for
pessimism. The ad hoc principle prevails over the systematic member
countries' funding contributions. Although, for instance, Malaysia and
Laos raised allocations during their ASEAN chairmanships in 2015 and
2016 respectively, the lack of sustainable funding for implementing the
ASEAN-BAC’s projects is apparent™ . For instance, the is no full-time
paid Secretariat in the ASEAN-BAC.

Consequently, with respect to the Council’s initiatives, they are not
large-scale and mostly sporadic, although some of them can be consid-
ered effective. Specifically, the ASEAN Mentorship for Entrepreneurs
Network (AMEN), the ASEAN Global Leadership Program (AGLP) and
the ASEAN Business Awards (ABA) can be distinguished*.

Regarding the ASEAN Mentorship for Entrepreneurs Network, in
May 2019, the Council held a pan-regional discussion on enhancing the
global competitiveness of SMEs. Based on the Philippines’ experience
of the “Kapatid mentor-exercise program”, the ASEAN-BAC launched
this initiative to build the platform for mentorship and providing the
SMESs with expertise. Besides, the ASEAN-BAC has also engaged Japan
in funding the AMEN: the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund (JAIF) con-
tributed approximately 347,000 dollars®. While the scale of the project
is quite modest, the positive impact of the Council here is undeniable.

The ASEAN Global Leadership Program has been held annually
since 2009. The program provides its members with the Fellowship
grant and good instruments to cooperate with top universities (Berkeley,
LSE, Cheung Kong Graduate of Business etc.)**. In 2019, seven scholars
received the scholarship to participate in the AGLP educational pro-
gram”. Thus, the project, like the previous one, focuses on the qualita-
tive development of human capital and enhancing the private sector
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competitiveness, rather than on the quantitative side of cooperation by
increasing the number of initiatives and participants.

As an exception, the ASEAN Business and Investment Summit
(ABIS) is the platform for the realization of the Council’s goals, namely,
developing the AEC and engaging the private sector in policymaking.
The ABIS is held annually and gathers about a thousand participants, in-
cluding high-level state officials and top businessmen®. The agenda of
the Summit encompasses the issues of trade liberalization, digitalization,
the development of human capital and MSMEs. During the Summit, its
participants have an opportunity to discuss policy issues simultaneously
broadening their networks of professional contacts.

The ASEAN Business Awards (ABA) was launched in 2007 to
encourage the private sector contribution to ASEAN’s activities”. In
2019, the Skills Development Award was established to bolster the de-
velopment of human resources and a system of technical and vocational
education and training (TVET) in Southeast Asia. This award is support-
ed by the German government and a German enterprise “Gesellschaft fiir
internationale Zusammenarbeit” (G1Z)*®. These activities encourage the
ASEAN community building process, as well as strengthen links
ASEAN companies and multinationals. This follows the AEC-2025 log-
ic, which is exemplified by, for instance, paragraph 10.4 of the ASEAN
Community Vision to 2025 about an inclusive, people-oriented and peo-
ple-centered community™.

Concerning cooperation with institutions with a similar profile, the
Council collaborates with EU-ASEAN Business Council and U.S.-
ASEAN Business Council. Although they prepare joint statements and
reports, there is no apparent practical impact of such collaboration”.

To conclude, the ASEAN Business Advisory Council does not
have enough capabilities to become the primary institution of interaction
and coordination between companies, as it initially was supposed to be.
The membership, proceedings and initiatives of the ASEAN-BAC reveal
that due to lack of resources, this body cannot achieve the implementa-
tion of its strategic objectives. In terms of consulting, the procedural
mechanisms do not facilitate discussion to influence upon the AEC im-
plementation. The ABAC remains a platform where business and profes-
sional contacts are established and maintained, which is likely to contin-
ue in the years to come.

Conclusion

The undertaken assessment of the role of the ABAC in stimulating
transnational business exchanges in Southeast Asia from the viewpoint

25



OBIMEPETMOHAJIBHBIE TIPOBJEMbBI PASBUTHUA

of the ASEAN Economic Community to 2025 reveals several conclu-
sions.

As compared to the AEC-2015, the road to the AEC-25 has be-
come more difficult. The ASEAN member states have been unable to
achieve the scale effect as Southeast Asia is still a fragmented rather
than unified economic area. Infrastructure deficiencies coupled with the
turn to protectionism as a conspicuous global and regional trend overlap
with the aftereffects of the Fourth Industrial Revolution from which the
association is unlikely to benefit. The COVID-19 pandemic multipliers
the challenges ASEAN is encountering, mostly from the inequality per-
spective.

As the region recovers from the COVID-19, the business activity
in Southeast Asia will naturally decrease. The expected inward focus of
the ASEAN member states will discourage the development of the con-
nectivity agenda in the intra-ASEAN cooperation. Coupled with a de-
crease in incomes in most of the ASEAN member states, this will un-
dermine transnational business exchanges as a precondition for realizing
the goals of AEC-2025.

In 1ts turn, business alone has been unable to undertake the initia-
tive in strengthening the down-top vector of ASEAN’s efforts. The
growth zones turned out to be of limited interest to business while from
the legal and the digital perspectives much remains to be done to make
transnational commercial exchanges sustainable. This makes it relatively
easy for China’s companies to operate in Southeast Asia to China’s best
advantage.

The contribution of the ASEAN Business Advisory Council in
stimulating transnational business exchanges in Southeast Asia has been
limited at best. In fact, ABAC’s role is limited to providing a platform
for dialogue rather than shaping it. Responding to the logic of the
ASEAN cooperation, ABAC’s functionality reflects the evolution of
ASEAN as a multilateral dialogue platform. If so, changes are likely to
mirror the evolution of ASEAN with its potential and limitations.

! This issue is elaborated in: (2005) Roadmap to an ASEAN Economic Community. Ed. by
Hew Dwi-Yen D. Singapore, ISEAS.

> ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint // ASEAN. 2008. URL: https://asean.org/wp-
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3 Basu Das S. The ASEAN Economic Community: An Economic and Strategic Project /
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