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INTRODUCTION

Asarelatively new feature of thedigital revolutioninthe
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), e-
ASEAN wasinitiated by the ASEAN economic ministers
in September 1999 and endorsed by ASEAN leaders at
their summitin Manilain November the sameyear, when
thee-ASEAN Task Forcewasal so set up (ASEAN Secre-
tariat, 2003). At the Fourth ASEAN Informal Summitin
Singapore in November 2000, a Framework Agreement
was signed to serve as the legal foundation for the e-
ASEAN initiative. To ensure success, the Senior Eco-
nomic OfficialsMeeting (SEOM) wastasked to supervise,
coordinate, andreview theimplementation of thee-ASEAN
Framework Agreement. As stipulated in the eeASEAN
Framework Agreement, the SEOM reportstothe ASEAN
Economic Ministers (AEM) and assists the AEM in all
matters concerning this Agreement (ASEAN, 2000, Ar-
ticle13).

While there is no lack of literature discussing trade
liberalisation and transborder cooperationinthe ASEAN
region, the impact of new information and communica-
tionstechnologies (ICTs) on the development of region-
alism, and vice versa, remains arather neglected area of
study (Dai, 2003). The purpose of thisarticleistoinves-
tigate the implications of the e-ASEAN initiative for
regional cooperation and integration in South East Asia
intheinformationage. Inparticular, thekey challengesto
achievingtheobjectivesof thee-ASEAN initiativewill be
analysed.

BACKGROUND

It is widely perceived that new ICTs can significantly
advancetransnational co-operation and regional integra-
tionin both economic and political terms(Bangemann et
al. 1994; European Commission, 2000). Transnational flows
of communication are synonymous to the decline in the
importance of national, geographical, and institutional
boundaries (Castells, 1996). The launch of the European
Information Society in the early 1990s serves as an ex-
ample of public policy based onthenotion that new ICTs

canbeapositivefactor toregional integration (Dai, 2000;
Federal Europe, 1995).

Generally speaking, e-ASEAN is*“to devel op abroad-
based and comprehensiveaction planincluding physical,
legal, logistical, social and economicinfrastructure needed
to promote an ASEAN e-space, as part of an ASEAN
positioning and branding strategy” (ASEAN Secretariat,
2003). Internally, thee-ASEAN initiativeistousel CTs"to
speed up economic integration of the group” and, exter-
nally, to*helpthem competebetter intheglobal economy”
(Ng & Nurbanum, 2002, p. 39).

The promotion of regional economic growth and ac-
celeration of regional peace and stability have been the
key objectivesof ASEAN sinceitsestablishmentin 1967.
Intoday’ s globally competitive world, ASEAN officials
argue, “regionalism has to take on alarger meaning and
scopethan market integrationalone” (ASEAN Secretary-
General, 2000). Itisperceivedyvital that, inclose coopera-
tion, ASEAN membersendeavour “to acquirethetechno-
logical prowess without which the ASEAN nations can-
not hopeto moveforward economically” (ASEAN Secre-
tary-General, 2000). A key questiontobeasked iswhether
or not the global communications revolution can be ad-
vantageous to regional integration in South East Asia.

E-ASEAN AND REGIONAL
COOPERATION: CRITICAL ISSUES

Intra-regional cooperation among member statesismani-
festedintheaimsof eeASEAN Framework Agreement: (1)
co-operation to develop, strengthen and enhance the
competitiveness of the ICT sector in ASEAN; (2) co-
operation to reduce the digital divide within individual
ASEAN member states and amongst ASEAN member
states; (3) co-operation between the public and private
sectorsinrealising e-ASEAN; and (4) theliberalisation of
trade in ICT products, ICT services and investments to
supportthee-ASEAN initiative (ASEAN, 2000, Articlel).

Inorder to achievetheir objectives, ASEAN countries
are committed to undertaking the following measures
throughthee-ASEAN initiative (ASEAN, 2000, Article?2):
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. Facilitating the establishment of the ASEAN Infor-
mation Infrastructure

. Facilitating the growth of electronic commerce in
ASEAN

. Promoting and facilitating theliberalisation of trade
in ICT products, ICT services, and of investments
in support of the e-ASEAN initiative

. Promoting and facilitating investments in the pro-
duction of ICT products and the provision of ICT
services

. Developing an e-society in ASEAN and capacity
building to reduce the digital divide within indi-
vidual ASEAN Member Statesand amongst ASEAN
Member States

. Promoting the use of ICT applicationsin the deliv-
ery of government services (e-government)

. Enabling advanced member states to assist the lag-
ging member states to undertake capacity building

The signing of the e-ASEAN Framework Agreement
has generated much enthusiasm within the public and
private sectors across the ASEAN region. Thisisin part
manifestedinthelargenumber of transnational | CT projects
establishedinresponsetothelaunch of e-ASEAN involv-
ing project partners from different member states. Of a
total of 40 ICT projects, 22 are within the field of e-
commerce and the rest address the new and specialised
market areas such as e-society, Information Infrastruc-
ture and e-governance (Dai, 2003). The dominance of e-
commerce projects, in terms of the number of projects,
serves as an indication that commercial organisationsin
the private sector are convinced of the potential opportu-
nities to be afforded by e-ASEAN for promoting
transnational e-commerceactivities.

Tomakee-ASEAN asuccess, ASEAN countrieswould
have to address a number of important issues. Among
others, the existence of an intra-regional digital divide,
national differences in the provision and application of
cyberlawsand the competitiverel ationship between some
ASEAN member states are the focal points of public
debate.

Digital Inequality in ASEAN

AccesstoICTsin ASEAN remainssignificantly uneven.
Data presented in Table 1 shows a general trend in
ASEAN: theregionisclearly dividedinto countriesmov-
ing along the fast lanes of the information superhighway
and those crawling along the slow lanes. Singapore,
Malaysia, and Brunei arethethree ASEAN countriesthat
are far ahead of the other member states in terms of
penetration rate of main telephone lines, mobile phones,
PCs (personal computers), and, last but not least, the
Internet.

In 2000, when main telephone line and mobile phone
penetration rate reached 484 and 684 per 1000 people (or
48.4% and 68.4%) respectively in Singapore, the corre-
sponding ratesfor Myanmar were 6 and O per 1000 people
and 8and 2 for Laos. Commenting onthepresent situation
of thetelecommunicationsindustry in Myanmar, the CIA
(Central Intelligence Agency) believesthe sector “barely
meets minimum requirementsfor local and intercity ser-
vice for business and government” (CIA, 2005a).

Concerning the Internet sector, the contrast between
the advanced and the lagging countriesin ASEAN adds
another dimension of the intra-regional digital divide:
while 30% of Singaporeansand just under 16% of Malay-
sianswerelnternet usersin 2000, theproportion of I nternet

Table 1. Accessto ICTsin ASEAN, 2000 (Source: Based on figures from World Bank [ 2002], CIA [2005b] and Dai

[2003]).
Country | Telephone Mobile PCsper | Internetusers | GDP per
mainlinesper | phones 1000 (% of capita,
1000 people* | per 1000 people* | population)* PPPin
people* US$**
Brunei 245 289 70.1 8.82 18,600
Cambodia | 2 10 . 0.05 1,900
Indonesia | 31 17 . 0.95 3,200
Laos 8 2 . 0.11 1,700
Malaysia | 199 213 103.1 15.88 9,000
Myanmar | 6 0 . 0.01 1,800
Philippines | 40 84 19.3 2.65 4,600
Singapore | 484 684 483.1 30.00 23,700
Thailand | 92 50 24.3 3.79 7,400
Vietnam 32 10 . 0.25 2,500

Notes: * Adapted fromWorld Bank (2002) and Dai (2003); ** All GDP figuresar e Estimated Purchasing Power Parity
(PPP) of 2003, except for Brunei, for which the PPP figureis for 2002.
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