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This paper poses the question of the effectiveness of security regionalism, with particular reference to Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands region. In recent decades regional organizations and groupings have emerged as an important element of international politics. Many of these organizations see themselves as contributing, either explicitly or implicitly, to the security of the regions within which they are located. There is a general issue as to whether this has in fact been the case. Assessing this issue involves a number of different dimensions. Given the broadening in the understanding of security, one needs to keep in mind the range of situations where regional organizations and groupings might be relevant. Then there is the question of how one judges effectiveness. Is it a matter of providing solutions to situations that arise? Or is it more to do with influencing norms so that situations do not arise (or are less likely to arise) in the first place? Taking into account both possibilities, one also needs to ask what factors lead to regional organizations or groupings being effective or not in dealing with security issues.


In this paper these questions are addressed through a focus on two regional organizations in the Asia-Pacific context: the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). ASEAN began in 1967 with five members (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, Singapore). By 1999 it embraced all ten of the independent countries of Southeast Asia; currently the only independent country of Southeast Asia that is not a member is East Timor (under United Nations administration, 1999-2002, and independent since 2002). The Pacific Islands Forum dates from 1971 (known as the South Pacific Forum until 2000). The PIF covers all of the independent Pacific island countries (PICs), as well as a number of self-governing countries; Australia and New Zealand are also members. In 2005 the Forum membership was 16.
 The contribution of each organization to regional security will be reviewed below.


As far as the general academic argument is concerned, ASEAN has received considerable attention. There is less analysis of the PIF’s role, but some of the general arguments invoked in relation to ASEAN are also relevant to the PIF. Perhaps the two most significant writers on ASEAN’s contribution to security regionalism are the late Michael Leifer and Amitav Acharya.
 These writers are not necessarily diametrically opposed in their analyses but there is certainly a difference of emphasis. Leifer adopts a realist position, arguing that regional organizations (ASEAN and the ASEAN Regional Forum in particular) do not contribute significantly to regional security. The most that regional organizations can do is provide an “adjunct” to ways of dealing with security issues that are grounded more in the “realities of power.” This means focusing more on the involvement of the major powers, and the way in which the most significant regional powers relate to particular situations. Regional organizations might contribute to “confidence building,” but this is of marginal importance.


Acharya has a constructivist approach to these issues. Focusing on ASEAN, his argument is that the organization makes a contribution to regional security not necessarily in terms of resolving specific issues but in terms of contributing to norms that make it difficult for some types of conflicts to occur in the first place. Foremost among these conflicts would be issues that might lead to the use of armed force among ASEAN members. Acharya argues that ASEAN has become a security community, with the used of force among its members now precluded. This certainly means that regional security at one level is thereby enhanced.


While this issue has not been discussed in quite so explicit a way in relation to the Pacific Islands Forum, the arguments of Leifer and Acharya are also relevant in this context. Are security issues affecting the Pacific islands region dealt with primarily by the states exerting most power in the region (such as Australia), or does the PIF make a contribution comparable to that made by ASEAN in Southeast Asia?


Against this background this paper argues that in the cases of ASEAN and the PIF, security regionalism does enhance regional security while not necessarily contributing significantly to the resolution of many of the more specific security issues that arise. In arguing thus, the perspective on security is that of comprehensive security, including human security.
 Traditional definitions of security focus on the protection of the state from external threats, using primarily politico-military means. Many of the situations in Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands region involve “societal security”, to use the term of Barry Buzan and his colleagues.
 Security issues frequently arise within states and involve tensions between various social groups (often ethnic in some sense) and the state. Human security, focused on individuals, can be part of societal security in this sense, but also involves issues of human rights broadly defined. In assessing the effectiveness of ASEAN and the PIF as organizations contributing to regional security, much depends on the particular dimension of security. ASEAN contributes to norms inhibiting the use of armed force in dealing with conflicts among the ASEAN states. This issue has not been particularly significant in the Pacific islands region. More recently the PIF has contributed to norms encouraging regional intervention as a means of upholding “good governance”, particularly where state failure or democracy might be an issue. ASEAN has been more circumspect on this matter, although not completely disengaged. Where both ASEAN and the PIF have fallen down is in dealing with major conflicts affecting their regions. These conflicts have frequently led to the involvement of significant external powers and global organizations. The crisis in East Timor in 1999 is a good example in relation to ASEAN; at the level of human security the response to the tsunami of Boxing Day 2004 is also instructive. In the case of the PIF much attention has been given to the intervention in Solomon Islands in 2003. Although less dramatic the situation in Fiji after the attempted coup in May 2000, and concerns about Papua New Guinea as a failing state, also highlight the role of the PIF. In the case of ASEAN there are strong norms favouring a more traditional view of sovereignty; this is less the case in the PIF. With both ASEAN and the PIF the involvement of external powers relates to the lack of political will among member countries in dealing with the most serious crises; it is also a matter of lack of resources that can be readily deployed. (Here we are regarding Australia and New Zealand as “external” powers in relation to the Pacific islands, even though they are in fact the two largest members of the PIF.) In the case of Southeast Asia, the United Nations has also had some involvement in dealing with crises, providing a vehicle for organizing and despatching resources, while also embodying global norms relevant to the crises in question. The UN has been less involved in the Pacific islands in this respect, reflecting perhaps the limited significance of these issues on a world scale rather than the global norms not being relevant. With both ASEAN and the PIF, the two organizations have played some role in promoting regional responses to external powers. In the case of the PIF this is most obvious in relation to France from the 1970s to the mid 1990s. The PIF is also important as a context for interaction between the Pacific island countries and Australia and New Zealand. ASEAN has contributed significantly to ensuring that Southeast Asian issues receive attention in the broader Asia-Pacific and East Asian context, through Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the ASEAN Regional Forum and ASEAN Plus Three.


In developing this argument I will focus first on ASEAN, providing an overview of the relevance of security regionalism in that context. Then I will undertake the same task in relation to the Pacific Islands Forum. Finally, I will use a comparative approach to highlight the factors that have made the two regional organizations either more or less effective in dealing with regional security issues. 

The experience of ASEAN

With both ASEAN and the PIF it is useful to put the experience of security regionalism in historical perspective. In both cases the paper outlines the range of security issues to be found within the region in question, before proceeding to a discussion of the contribution made by ASEAN or the PIF.


Southeast Asia is a region where security often focuses on the domestic circumstances of the various states. Many groups challenge the legitimacy of particular states, or at least take issue with many fundamental policies. Some regionally based groups wish to secede and establish their own states, or at the very minimum have much more autonomy than they have had in the past (consider the situations of Aceh and West Papua in Indonesia, the Muslims in the southern Philippines, or the minority peoples in Burma). Authoritarian regimes of one kind or another have sometimes found themselves under challenge from pro-democracy movements, Burma being a notable example. Muslim groups vary in the way they relate to states; some groups have favoured change in an Islamist direction (such as PAS in Malaysia) while remaining in the state, while others have preferred separatism (southern Thailand, as well as the southern Philippines). The major Muslim groups within Indonesia (Muhammadiyah and Nahdatul Ulama (NU)) work within the framework of a secular state; in Malaysia UMNO supports preference for Malays and Islam, but within a pluralist context. 


While state-society tensions constitute perhaps the most fundamental security challenge in many Southeast Asian states, there are also security issues of a more traditional kind in ASEAN. These focus on the relations among the Southeast Asian states, as well as the involvement of the major powers. There have been many tensions within Southeast Asia, involving both kinds of relationships. Sometimes these tensions have led to armed conflict. There was some low level armed conflict during Indonesia’s Confrontation (Konfrontasi) of Malaysia in the 1960s, and this has also been the case with the South China Sea issue. The various conflicts centred on Indochina involved significant use of armed force, beginning with the war between France and the Viet Minh from 1946 to 1954, continuing with US involvement in the 1960s and early 1970s, and culminating with the Cambodian conflict (Third Indochina War) beginning in 1978 and continuing through the 1980s. Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor in 1975 also involved the use of armed force.


Given these various kinds of security issues, what contribution has ASEAN made to dealing with them since its formation in 1967? ASEAN has contributed significantly to reducing interstate tensions among its members. It has been less relevant to issues involving state-society tensions. It has played some role in conflicts directly involving the major powers in Southeast Asia but not necessarily in a decisive way. In some specific situations in Southeast Asia it has been necessary to call on external powers for assistance.


The political motivation for establishing ASEAN in 1967 was to develop a regional structure for including Indonesia as part of noncommunist Southeast Asia. Indonesia’s neighbours wanted to avoid another Confrontation. Of course, by 1967 Suharto’s New Order was in place and the possibilities for establishing an organization such as ASEAN were more propitious. One measure of ASEAN’s success as an organization with an implicit security role is that since 1967 Indonesia has not engaged in armed conflict with other ASEAN members. 


In its early decades ASEAN’s membership was restricted to the main noncommunist countries in Southeast Asia; Brunei became a member in 1984. While a security community might have been developing within ASEAN itself, this did not extend to Southeast Asia as a whole. In fact ASEAN saw itself as a vehicle for defending the interests of its members in relation to both security and other issues in Southeast Asia as well as in the wider world. When ASEAN emerged with an enhanced role after the Bali summit in February 1976, part of the motivation was the need to defend ASEAN members in a situation where the US role appeared less significant after the fall of Saigon in April 1975. ASEAN was soon called upon to honour that commitment when Vietnam intervened to depose the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia in late 1978. Among the ASEAN members it was Thailand that felt particularly threatened by this development. While ASEAN took a consistently anti-Vietnamese position throughout the Third Indochina War, countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia were more open to accommodation with Vietnam.


The possibilities for ASEAN becoming a security community encompassing the whole of Southeast Asia emerged in the aftermath of the Third Indochina War. With the settlement of that conflict ASEAN’s membership expanded to include Vietnam (1995), Burma and Laos (both in 1997), and then Cambodia (1999). Part of the rationale for the expansion of ASEAN was to provide a framework for peaceful conflict resolution that would include all of the Southeast Asian states. Given the conflicts that had centred on Indochina in previous decades, this was an ambitious objective. A decade on, however, this objective appears to have been realized.


The acceptance of Burma as a member suggested that ASEAN might be broadening the scope of the security issues with which it was prepared to deal. The continued suppression of the pro-democracy movement raised issues of human rights; these could also be seen as a matter of human security. ASEAN members believed that they would be better able to influence Burma to modify its policies by having the country join the organization. Given the lack of significant change in Burma, it is debatable as to whether the engagement strategy has worked. Nevertheless this was the preferred ASEAN approach.


In the late 1990s the debate within ASEAN about “flexible engagement” also raised issues relating to broader aspects of security. This approach, favoured mainly by Thailand and the Philippines, would have allowed some scope for ASEAN to become involved in “domestic” issues where such issues had regional implications.
 These issues could have included a number of matters encompassed by comprehensive security, such as human rights and environmental matters. However, most ASEAN members rejected this approach, preferring to adhere to a more traditional view of sovereignty; the new ASEAN members were particularly insistent on this point.


Despite the progress ASEAN had made in developing a security community among its own members, it proved incapable of dealing with some major crises. One of these was the East Timor crisis in 1999. Another was the Indian Ocean tsunami of Boxing Day 2004. Both these crises raised issues of human security, although the East Timor situation was also more clearly geopolitical in nature. In neither case was ASEAN very effective in its response.


In the case of East Timor ASEAN lacked the political will to take action to deal with the crisis that ensued after the East Timorese voted overwhelmingly for independence on 31 August 1999.
 With Indonesian forces and their militia allies engaging in an orgy of destruction, many people were killed or forced to flee into the hills. It would have been within the capacity of the ASEAN countries to undertake humanitarian intervention in East Timor, but they were restrained by a concern not to offend Indonesia. While clearly there were differences within Indonesia over East Timor policy, the dominant view was that Indonesia should handle the situation on its own. The violence orchestrated by the TNI in East Timor was seen as a means of influencing international opinion, with Indonesia perceived as the only means for restoring order. Given Indonesian attitudes on this issue it was very difficult for any ASEAN member to suggest that the organization should take the lead in dealing with the crisis. It was thus left to external powers to assume leadership on this issue. Despite past close relations with Indonesia, Australia became active in supporting and organizing intervention. This was due partly to strong public pressure in Australia on this issue, but also to the moral perceptions of the government. The crucial political pressure however came from the US. Australia on its own could not persuade Indonesia to consent to intervention. The US had the necessary political and economic “muscle”. An Asia-Pacific consensus in favour of intervention was forged at the APEC summit meeting that was held fortuitously in Auckland in mid-September 1999. This prepared the way for a UN Security Council resolution authorizing Australian-led intervention (INTERFET); this was subsequently superseded by a UN intervention through UNTAET. ASEAN members were involved in both INTERFET and UNTAET, with Thailand and the Philippines being most prominent. The deputy commander of INTERFET was a Thai, and the commanders of UNTAET were a Filipino and then two Thais. Malaysia and Singapore also contributed forces. ASEAN involvement was important in giving the interventions a Southeast Asian dimension and thus some legitimacy in relation to ASEAN. However ASEAN itself played only a minor role in relation to the East Timor crisis.


Another crisis, with very much a human security dimension, was the tsunami of Boxing Day 2004. The worst affected region was Aceh, with some 250,000 dead; among the Southeast Asian countries, several thousand people also died in Thailand. ASEAN had some involvement with this issue but it was relatively minor overall. The main need was to have resources deployed immediately to deal with the situation and then to implement reconstruction over the longer term. ASEAN countries did not have the resources to deal with this issue, nor could they provide the political leadership. Resources mostly came from the wealthier Western countries. Political leadership initially focused on a “core group,” led by the U.S. and including also Japan, India, Australia, Canada and the Netherlands. Singapore subsequently took the lead in organizing a summit under ASEAN auspices in Jakarta on 6 January 2005. This enabled the United Nations to assume the main coordinating role and also provided opportunities for countries other than those in the “core group” to become involved.
 At the summit the most significant promises of aid came from (in order) Australia, Germany, Japan, the US, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Spain, France, Canada, China and South Korea.


While ASEAN has not been particularly effective in dealing with these recent crises, it has had some impact in locating Southeast Asian security concerns within a broader context. The security community model within Southeast Asia has been relatively successful, but ASEAN’s contribution within the broader “Asia-Pacific” and “East Asia” context should also be acknowledged. ASEAN has played an important role within some broader groupings. None of these constitutes a security community, but each has an implicit or explicit security dimension. At the explicit level the formation of the ASEAN Regional Forum in 1994 was important in providing a forum for discussing security issues in the broader Asia-Pacific context.
 As the title suggests ASEAN played a crucial role in establishing the forum, and has subsequently provided the organizational framework. The annual meetings are held in an ASEAN country and are chaired by that country’s foreign minister. While it would be difficult to argue that the ASEAN Regional Forum had played a decisive role in resolving any security issue in the region, it has contributed to confidence-building.


APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) was formed in 1989, ostensibly to promote economic cooperation in the region and to allow for an Asia-Pacific voice on global economic issues. In practice it has developed an implicit security role, particularly since the establishment of annual summit meetings for heads of government in 1993. These summits allow Asia-Pacific leaders to focus on the range of security issues affecting the region. With strong representation from ASEAN countries, ASEAN is in some position to have an influence on broader Asia-Pacific developments. Similarly the emergence of ASEAN Plus Three after the 1997 Asian financial crisis was strongly influenced by a desire within ASEAN to deal with a number of issues (including security issues) within a broader East Asian context. Many issues could not be usefully dealt with by focusing on Southeast Asia alone. By placing Southeast Asia in a broader context, there was a better likelihood that the Southeast Asian countries themselves would benefit. Again it is difficult to point to specific security issues being resolved within this context, but the framework for contributing in a broad sense is developing. Contexts such as APEC and ASEAN Plus Three (and the ASEAN Regional Forum for that matter) are also helpful to the Southeast Asian countries in strengthening their collective position in relation to the major powers, particularly China, Japan and the US.

The experience of the Pacific Islands Forum

The types of security issues to be found in the Pacific islands region
 overlap with those in ASEAN, but there are also some differences in emphasis. Keeping in mind that this region has a much smaller population than does Southeast Asia (about 8 million compared to nearly 540 million), and covers a very small land area (mainland Papua New Guinea being the largest single land mass), there is most obviously an overlap in relation to state-society tensions. Interstate conflicts involving the use of armed force have been virtually nonexistent. Major power involvement in the region has been a security concern for the Pacific island countries on occasion. Post-Cold War there has also been an increasing emphasis on “new international agenda” issues, many of which have a security dimension.

States in the Pacific islands region are mostly the legacy of colonial rule. A Western type of system has been imposed on the various indigenous societies. In Melanesia these societies are often very fragmented. A good indication of this is the number of language groups to be found in some countries: Papua New Guinea has 820 for a population approaching 5.5 million, Solomon Islands 70 for over 500,000, Vanuatu 109 for over 200,000.
 Polynesian countries such as Tonga and Samoa tend to have more unified societies. Settler populations in island countries such as Fiji (the Indo-Fijians) and New Caledonia (the caldoches, descended from earlier French settlers, as well as more recent French immigrants) have sometimes been in conflict with the indigenous people. Throughout the Pacific islands region people tend to give their loyalty to their clan or tribe as their primary social group. Movements for secession can arise, the most obvious example being Bougainville in Papua New Guinea. The state is often seen as a vehicle for distributing benefits to one’s particular group. Resentments about the domination of a particular group can cause conflict. Perceived advances by Indo-Fijians led to the coups in Fiji in 1987 and the attempted coup in 2000. Tensions between Malaitans and people from Guadalcanal were a key factor in the attempted coup in Solomon Islands in 2000. The main decolonization struggle has been in New Caledonia, particularly in the 1980s when there were some violent episodes; the Matignon accords in 1988 were a compromise setting out a path to greater autonomy and possibly independence in the long term. More recently the pro-independence movement has also won greater support in French Polynesia.


Unlike Southeast Asia the Pacific islands region has not experienced armed conflict among the local states. There have been political differences from time to time with some states but not to the point where the use of armed force was an issue. In fact most Pacific island countries do not have military forces (the main exceptions are Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Tonga). Domestic security is generally a matter for police forces. There have been tensions from time to time along Papua New Guinea’s land border with Indonesia, mainly relating to the West Papuan independence movement.


The involvement of major powers in the region has posed security concerns for Pacific island countries. French nuclear testing at Mururoa atoll in French Polynesia was a major issue from the late 1960s to the mid 1990s. French treatment of the Kanaks in New Caledonia during the 1980s also provoked hostility in the region, as did French involvement in Vanuatu at the time of that country’s independence in 1980-81. During the Cold War there was a desire to prevent the spread of superpower rivalry to the Pacific islands region.  This sentiment was strongest in the South Pacific; in the central Pacific the US had a considerable military presence (Hawaii, Micronesia, Guam). In the post-Cold War era various major powers have been involved in the region but the security dimension of their presence has been less obvious. This involvement can relate to issues such as development assistance, licences for tuna fishing, or the China-Taiwan conflict (diplomatic recognition in particular).


A number of “new international agenda” issues have been important in the Pacific islands region in the post-Cold War period, and some of these have a security dimension.
 Perhaps the most significant issue concerns state failure. While there have been no states that have definitively failed in this region, some states have been described as failing. The most notable example in this respect is Solomon Islands where, both before and after the 2000 coup, many aspects of government failed to function and there was widespread corruption. In Papua New Guinea there have similarly been problems with corruption and a breakdown in “law and order”, particularly in the towns and in areas such as the Southern Highlands. In Nauru, once financially secure on the basis of phosphate earnings, there has been a financial collapse. Weak states, even if they are not failing or failed, can have security consequences. Apart from “law and order” problems, with clear implications for human security, weak states allow greater opportunities for criminal groups to operate. These might be involved in activities such as drug trafficking, money laundering and people smuggling. Terrorist groups might be able to make use of this situation too, although in the Pacific islands the main issue has been criminal activities.


Given this range of security issues, what contribution has the Pacific Islands Forum made since its inception as the South Pacific Forum in 1971? Two major aspects might be discerned. The first focuses on Pacific island countries’ relations with France, covering both nuclear and decolonization issues. The second and more recent aspect concerns Forum involvement in dealing with “domestic” issues that might have broader regional implications. In both cases the Forum influence has been mainly in relation to the development of relevant norms. In terms of more specific action, Australia and New Zealand as the leading regional powers have usually taken the lead, with the Forum playing a supportive role.


France’s role in the South Pacific was an important factor in the establishment and early development of the South Pacific Forum. France had been a leading member in the South Pacific Commission, set up by the colonial powers in the region in 1947. France barred any attempt by the independent Pacific island countries to use the Commission for dealing with political issues; the focus was on development cooperation. Hence the Forum saw itself as having a major role in developing a political voice for the island countries. The major issue that engaged the Forum over its first two decades was French nuclear testing in the South Pacific. Opposition to testing encouraged the development of nuclear-free norms in the region, culminating in the Treaty of Rarotonga in 1985. This treaty provided for the establishment of a South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone (SPNFZ). The consensus in the Forum was on opposition to nuclear testing and the stationing of nuclear weapons in the region. Under Australian influence, SPNFZ did not prohibit the existing nuclear powers from transiting the region with nuclear-armed vessels or aircraft; this was most relevant to the US. In terms of stronger steps against France on this issue, Australia and New Zealand mounted a case in the International Court of Justice in 1973-74.
 When France undertook a final series of nuclear tests in 1995-96, again it was Australia and New Zealand that were most active in campaigning, but with the Forum being strongly supportive.


Decolonization issues also caused tensions between France and the Forum, mainly in the 1980s. The Forum condemned the Santo rebellion in Vanuatu in 1980, involving some francophones who opposed independence under majority anglophone rule. France’s position in relation to this rebellion was ambivalent to say the least. Papua New Guinea sent a small military force to assist Vanuatu in quelling this rebellion; Australia provided some logistical assistance. The Forum did not specifically approve the operation.


In relation to the New Caledonia issue the Forum’s position during the 1980s was strongly against French policy. This largely involved condemnation of France in Forum resolutions, although the issue was also taken to the United Nations Decolonization Committee in late 1986.
 From the Forum’s perspective the key issue was the right of the Kanak people to self-determination, an issue of human security and human rights.


From the late 1980s the Forum has gradually assumed a more significant role in relation to developments occurring within member countries, particularly if there is a perception that those developments have regional implications. At the same time respect for the sovereignty of member states has meant that any involvement has been cautious. Specific action by the Forum as such has generally been minimal. Relevant situations have included Fiji, Papua New Guinea (Bougainville) and Solomon Islands. In the 1987 Fiji coups there was some sympathy among the Pacific island countries within the Forum for the position of the indigenous Fijians; Australia and New Zealand were most adamant about upholding democratic norms. This was also the position at the time of the attempted coup in Fiji in 2000. In relation to the Bougainville secession issue the Forum did not even mention the matter in its annual communiqué until 1997, and then to note the progress being made.
 Upholding Papua New Guinea’s territorial integrity appeared to be the main issue. In the case of Solomon Islands the Forum did not become directly involved in dealing with the tensions between Malaitans and people from Guadalcanal ahead of the attempted coup in 2000.


The Forum’s major contribution to dealing with these “domestic” situations has been the development of norms. The Forum found itself compelled to take a stronger position on this matter after the attempted coups in 2000 in Fiji and Solomon Islands. The most significant development was the adoption of the Biketawa Declaration at the Forum meeting in October 2000 in Kiribati. This declaration affirmed that the key to dealing with domestic security threats was “good governance.” The PIF could assist through various diplomatic means extending to support for “appropriate institutions or mechanisms” to achieve a solution.
 The Nasononi Declaration on Regional Security, adopted at the Forum meeting in Fiji in August 2002, gave particular attention to law enforcement cooperation, referring particularly to the need to tackle “money laundering, drug trafficking, terrorism and terrorist financing, people smuggling, and people trafficking.”
 At the time of the Australian-led intervention in Solomon Islands in 2003 it was support from the Forum that provided international legitimacy. In fact PIF members, meeting on 30 June 2003, approved the operation before the Solomons government had given its consent.


When it comes to more specific actions dealing with these various security issues in the Pacific islands region, it has generally been Australia and New Zealand that have taken the lead. In the various Fiji situations this has mainly involved diplomatic pressure in various forms. In the case of Bougainville it was New Zealand that played the key role in concluding the Burnham accords in July 1997; Australia was too compromised by its support for Papua New Guinea to play the “honest broker” role. The Burnham accords led to a ceasefire and the initiation of a peace process on Bougainville. A small peace monitoring force was composed mainly of Australians and New Zealanders, but there were some Pacific island countries represented also. In 2003 the decision to intervene in Solomon Islands was taken primarily by Australia. The Regional Assistance Mission Solomon Islands (RAMSI) involved 1745 Australians out of a total force of 2225, with 140 from New Zealand, and small military contributions from Papua New Guinea, Fiji and Tonga, and some police personnel from Samoa, Vanuatu, Cook Islands, Nauru, Tuvalu and Kiribati.
  Subsequently Australia has also been active in dealing with the failing state issues in Papua New Guinea. An Enhanced Cooperation Program has involved assistance in financial administration and policing (although Australian police had to withdraw in 2005 following a constitutional challenge in Papua New Guinea).


Moves towards an “enhanced regionalism” are an important part of the current scene in the Pacific islands region. The norms evolving within the context of the Forum have provided the justification for strengthening regional responses to the various challenges in the Pacific islands region. Australia has been very active in attempting to strengthen regional cooperation. Together with New Zealand it has the resources that can contribute to dealing with many of the situations that arise. Particularly in the context of the Solomons intervention and increasing concerns about Papua New Guinea, the Coalition government in Australia has decided that a more proactive approach is necessary for dealing with the problems of the region. Through its Secretary-General, Greg Urwin (an Australian) the Forum is developing a Pacific Plan that will provide for greater coordination among member countries in relation to a range of governmental activities. The aim is to provide a better basis for addressing the various issues in the region, many of which have a security dimension. The resources for implementing the Pacific Plan will come predominantly from Australia and New Zealand, but the Forum will play a crucial role in developing the norms that make “enhanced regionalism” possible.

Comparison and analysis 

Given this discussion of the role played by ASEAN and the Pacific Islands Forum in relation to security issues in Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands region respectively, what might we conclude about how these organizations contribute to security? In both cases the major contribution of the regional organizations has been to the development of norms that enhance security. Their major weakness has been their inability to contribute significantly in dealing with specific crises that have arisen. The actors that have contributed most in these situations are the states with resources, but not necessarily regional states. This conclusion thus sees merit in both the constructivist and the realist approaches to this issue. Shared norms have been important in the development of a security community in Southeast Asia and in the promotion of “enhanced regionalism” in the Pacific islands region. The involvement of external powers and the UN has been important in dealing with crises in Southeast Asia; likewise Australia and New Zealand have taken the lead with many specific issues in the Pacific islands region.


On the issue of norms, there are both similarities and differences between ASEAN and the PIF. Both ASEAN and the Forum have promoted the goal of peaceful conflict resolution, especially among their member countries. In this respect the “ASEAN way” and the “Pacific way” have much in common. However, interstate conflicts have been much more significant in the history of Southeast Asia than in the Pacific islands region. This means that ASEAN’s contribution in reducing the likelihood of such conflict is more remarkable than in the case of the PIF where interstate conflict was never a major issue. While both ASEAN and the PIF can be described as security communities this term carries more weight in a situation where interstate conflicts were a more prominent feature of international politics. Apart from promoting peaceful conflict resolution, ASEAN’s norms have promoted a policy of non-interference in the domestic affairs of member states. Even where domestic developments clearly have regional implications, ASEAN’s approach has generally involved facilitating regional cooperation in such a way that the infringement of national sovereignty is minimized. This is essentially the outcome of the debate about “flexible engagement” that occurred in ASEAN in the late 1990s.


In the case of PIF the development of norms has been in the direction of “enhanced regionalism.” While Pacific island countries at one level are protective about their sovereignty, at another level their fragility makes them more open to external involvement. The dependence of many Pacific island countries on foreign aid is a good measure of this situation, but it is also relevant when one considers the responses within the region to the various security challenges. The Pacific island countries have been open to regional solutions that give some prominence to the leading role of Australia and New Zealand.


When dealing with specific security crises, neither ASEAN nor the PIF has been particularly effective. Actors with the requisite resources and political will have generally played the most significant role in both regions. In elaborating on this point one needs to be aware of some of the salient features of international politics in the two regions. Among the various ASEAN members Indonesia is the most significant but it is by no means a hegemon; at times it seems like a helpless Gulliver. In general Indonesia has not taken the lead in dealing with regional security issues, and has opposed ASEAN involvement in situations directly affecting its own position.
 Other ASEAN members have attempted to influence the organization’s position on various issues, particularly where they see their own interests affected, but none has had a dominant role. Apart from the difficulty in developing a clear ASEAN position on major issues, which relates to the question of political will, the ASEAN countries have generally lacked sufficient resources to deal with major crises. Non-Southeast Asian states involved in this region have been more decisive in dealing with crises, as both the East Timor and tsunami examples showed. Among the major powers the role of the US is of particular note, with Japan also contributing financially and in other ways. Australia, although a middle power, has also played a significant role in relation to these crises. China has been less involved, although this might change if there were a serious security issue affecting mainland Southeast Asia. The other actor of note in the Southeast Asian situation is the UN, mainly because of its coordinating role in the deployment of resources and as a legitimizing agent for intervention.
 Global norms manifested through the UN, as well as the regional norms developed by ASEAN, have been relevant to the responses to security crises in Southeast Asia.


In the case of the Pacific islands region, the island countries are all small states; they live in the shadow of Australia and New Zealand. Island countries can certainly have some influence on the direction of regional policies, but this is small compared with the influence of Australia and New Zealand. France’s influence relates mainly to New Caledonia and French Polynesia. The US and the United Kingdom generally play a minor role in the region’s affairs; the former is significant in the central Pacific and in relation to territories such as American Samoa; the latter has some influence in relation to former colonial territories such as Fiji and Solomon Islands. Island countries are generally most concerned about situations in their immediate vicinity. In relation to broader regional issues island countries might affirm the importance of the “Pacific way,” but a strong position articulated either by individual states or collectively tends to be lacking. Apart from the matter of political will, the island countries clearly lack the resources that would enable them to contribute significantly to the resolution of regional security crises. Any contribution of forces by island countries, as in Bougainville and Solomon Islands, tends to be a token one. Australia and New Zealand have been in a better position to develop political will in relation to the security crises in the region. Relatively speaking the Pacific islands have been a higher priority for New Zealand than for Australia. New Zealand has focused more on Polynesia, and Australia on Melanesia (Papua New Guinea being a former Australian colonial territory), but both countries also take a regionwide approach. With the deteriorating situation in a number of Pacific island countries since 2000 in particular, the region has assumed a more prominent place in the Australian political agenda. Given the political will, both Australia and New Zealand have the resources that can have an impact, at least in the short term, in dealing with security crises in the Pacific islands region. The fact that the UN has been less involved in dealing with security situations in the Pacific islands than in Southeast Asia reflects the comparative significance of the two regions in world politics. Global norms are certainly relevant to a number of the situations in the Pacific islands and the UN could play a coordinating role as it has done in relation to crises in Southeast Asia, but it is a matter of priorities. The Pacific islands region is just far less important in world terms.


Given this assessment of the effectiveness of security regionalism in relation to ASEAN and the Pacific Islands Forum, are there any general lessons from these situations that might be relevant to security regionalism more broadly? This analysis has shown the relevance of both constructivist and realist approaches in studying security regionalism. Constructivist approaches highlight the importance of norms; realist approaches show how power affects the way in which security issues are dealt with. In the development of norms affecting security, regional organizations can be important even though the member states might be weak. In terms of responding to specific security crises the importance of political will and resources has been a key factor. For the most part it is the most significant states that are in a position to exercise this kind of power and thus influence the outcome of crises. In Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands the most significant states were not regional states as normally defined; in the latter case Australia and New Zealand could be seen as part of the South Pacific, even though they are not Pacific island states. In examining other regions the analysis in this paper would suggest that it is important to assess where power relating to the region in question is located; this could be both inside and outside the region, or one or the other. No general conclusion on this point can be derived from an analysis of ASEAN and the Pacific islands region. If the discussion in this paper provides any guide then it is that security regionalism is both effective and ineffective: more effective in relation to norms and less effective in terms of developing the political will and deploying the resources necessary to deal with specific crises.
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