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The 2023 ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat

The ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat held annually around February is the first in a series of important
ASEAN-related meetings leading up to the ASEAN Summit and the East Asia Summit (EAS). It draws the
attention of many countries, including Japan, as the agenda and direction of ASEAN, including the chairing
country for that year, is on display at this meeting. For this reason, intense diplomatic battles involving
Japan, the United States, China, and other countries outside ASEAN are often waged behind the scenes.
While the international community is most focused on the manner in which ASEAN responds to issues
such as those concerning the South China Sea, North Korea, and Myanmar, other new developments can
also be gleaned from the press statement issued at the ASEAN Foreign Ministers' Retreat held in February
2023 in Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia, which is the current ASEAN Chair.’

Among these developments is ASEAN's move to strengthen relations with the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). The abovementioned statement noted that ASEAN looks forward
to "exploring the possibility of an ASEAN-Gulf Cooperation Council Summit to be held this year in Riyadh”
(para. 41) as well as “further discussion on the possibility of establishing Secretariat-to-Secretariat
cooperation between ASEAN and PIF” (para. 31). The Chairman'’s Statement issued at the ASEAN Summit
held in May echoed the same objective, adding that the PIF Chair will be invited to the EAS as a Guest of
the Chair.?

The international community has become increasingly multipolar in recent years as the countries in the
Global South gain a greater voice in the international community, underpinned by their growing economic
power. At the Voice of Global South Summit hosted online by India in January this year, Prime Minister
Modi pointed out that “as the eight-decade old model of global governance slowly changes, we should

try to shape the emerging order.”

ASEAN's move to strengthen its relations with the GCC and PIF can also
be seen as part of this shift toward such a multipolar order. This paper reviews the current state of and

future prospects for cooperation among these regional groups and examines how these developments
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may impact Japan'’s diplomacy. (Although Australia and New Zealand are also member countries of the PIF,
this paper will focus primarily on the Pacific Island countries.)

ASEAN-GCC relations

According to documents published by the ASEAN Secretariat,* official contact between ASEAN and the
GCC began in 1990 when Oman, then GCC Chair, requested to establish formal relations with ASEAN. In
the same year, foreign ministers from both groups met at the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New
York and agreed to hold annual meetings there. An agreement was subsequently reached in 2007 to hold
a fully-constituted ASEAN-GCC Ministerial Meeting, and in 2009, the 1st ASEAN-GCC Ministerial Meeting
was held in Manama, the capital of Bahrain, where the ASEAN-GCC Joint Vision was adopted. In the Vision,
both sides agreed to undertake a study on the future of ASEAN-GCC relations across the three areas of
free trade; economic cooperation and development; and culture, education, and information.

The 2nd ASEAN-GCC Ministerial Meeting was held in Singapore in 2010 and the 3rd in Manama in 2013,
but the 4th that had been planned for 2017 never materialized. This year coincided with a period during
which the GCC itself was internally divided due to the Qatar diplomatic crisis. In addition, no significant or
concrete progress seems to have been made since the inaugural ASEAN-GCC workshop was held in
Singapore in 2014 to follow up on the results of the Ministerial Meeting.

So far, cooperation between ASEAN and the GCC can be said to have been sparse. The fundamental
reason for this is that both regions have very strong relations with developed countries such as European
countries, the United States, and Japan in terms of politics, security, as well as trade and investment, and
they have thus prioritized dialogue and cooperation with these countries and regions. Another reason is
that, as both groups have had to contend with numerous unresolved issues with countries within and
outside their respective regions, such as the situation in Myanmar and the South China Sea issue for ASEAN
and the Qatar diplomatic crisis, the Yemen crisis, and relations with Iran for the GCC, they could not afford
to make efforts toward strengthening relations between them.

Under these circumstances, the initiative to hold the first ASEAN-GCC Summit in 2023 could be
attributable to the fact that the GCC, in particular, has been rapidly focusing on and strengthening its
economic ties with Asia in recent times. According to “The Middle East Pivot to Asia 2022" (Asia House),
GCC countries have rapidly deepened their economic ties with emerging countries in Asia, especially China
and India, with GCC-China trade having doubled between 2010 and 2021 (to US$180 billion), surpassing
the GCC's combined trade with the United States and Europe. While the GCC's next largest trading partner
after China is India (US$121 billion in 2021), GCC-ASEAN trade is also growing steadily (US$85.23 billion in
2021). GCC-ASEAN relations are expected to become increasingly important over the next decade due to
the expansion of the middle class and favorable growth prospects in the ASEAN region. Furthermore, a
natural synergy exists between the economic growth policies of ASEAN and GCC countries in the areas of
digitalization, manufacturing, and logistics-related infrastructure investment.> Saudi Arabia and other GCC
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countries are currently implementing ambitious economic and social reforms to diversify their economies
and improve the lives of citizens, leading to growing interest in and greater possibilities involving ASEAN
countries, which have large Muslim populations and are continuing to experience rapid economic growth.

ASEAN-PIF relations

While the PIF has engaged in dialogue with ASEAN countries and the ASEAN Secretariat since the
1980s with the primary aim of strengthening economic ties with ASEAN and its member countries,® overall
cooperation between the two groups has hitherto remained relatively weak. Besides historical and political
issues such as the Papua conflict involving Indonesia, a more fundamental reason for this may be the lack
of economic appeal of the Pacific Island countries, many of which are underdeveloped countries with small
economies, to ASEAN countries.

Recently, however, Indonesia has begun to strengthen its diplomatic engagement with the Pacific Island
countries. In September 2022, Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi visited Fiji and the Solomon
Islands, and at the Indonesia Pacific Forum for Development (IPFD) held in Bali in December of the same
year, Marsudi touched on the vision of “Pacific Elevation” that Indonesia had announced back in 2019.
“[This vision] is not only about elevating Indonesia’s engagement with the Pacific,” she stated, “It is also
about working together as part of the Pacific, to elevate the livelihoods of communities in this region.”’
The press statement issued at the 2023 ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat can be seen as a reflection of this
proactive stance adopted by Indonesia.

Three reasons have been suggested for Indonesia’s more active diplomatic engagement with the Pacific.®
First, Indonesia needs to build trust with the Pacific Island countries on the issue of human rights in Western
New Guinea. Second, Indonesia is attempting to present itself as an alternative partner for the Pacific Island
countries and to support these countries in maintaining their neutrality amid the rivalry between the United
States and China, which has been intensifying in the Pacific. Third, Indonesia hopes to cooperate with the
Pacific Island countries in combating climate change, which is a common challenge for both parties. It has
also been suggested that the Pacific Island countries may be exploring ways to handle the U.S.-China rivalry
by consulting ASEAN, which is advocating ASEAN centrality and hosting security dialogues with major
countries outside the region at the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).?

ASEAN and the PIF held a videoconference at the level of their deputy secretaries-general in April to
exchange views on ways to strengthen ASEAN-PIF relations based on the abovementioned press statement.
The dialogue between the two groups appears to be gaining pace.”

Future prospects and Japan’s diplomacy
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Although the member countries of the GCC and PIF have vastly different economic situations and
security environments, there are a few common factors that have contributed to their increased
engagement with ASEAN.

The first factor is ASEAN's remarkable economic growth. At the 2018 ASEAN Economic Ministers Meeting,
Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong predicted that ASEAN, with 60% of its population under the
age of 35 and a growing educated middle class, will achieve a growth of 5.4% over the next five years and
become the world's fourth largest economy after the United States, China, and the EU by 2030." In fact,
ASEAN has demonstrated resilience and maintained its economic growth even during the subsequent
COVID-19 pandemic. As outlined above, GCC countries have become increasingly interested in having
ASEAN as a trade and investment partner, while the Pacific Island countries are looking to ASEAN not only
for trade but also for support in areas such as climate change, the fishing industry, and addressing marine
litter.

Second, the U.S.-China rivalry is of great concern not only to the PIF but also to the GCC. China is the
largest trading partner of GCC countries, including the trading of oil and natural gas, and these countries
are also less wary of China than ASEAN is since they are not directly exposed to China’s burgeoning military
power. However, the U.S.-China rivalry is being watched closely as a factor that could have a major impact
on trade between GCC countries and Asian countries, as there are concerns that any economic sanctions
imposed between the two great powers may spill over to countries in the Middle East. Furthermore, there
are also concerns among some GCC countries that the rapidly growing interest of the United States and
Europe in the Indo-Pacific may lead to a decline in their interest in the Middle East."

However, it is unlikely that cooperation among the three regional groups, which has been stagnant until
now, will kick into gear instantly moving forward. As Prime Minister Modi stated, the international order is
slowly shifting and maintaining political and economic relations with the West will remain a top priority for
these regional groups. In particular, the emphasis that many countries place on their relations with the
West as far as security is concerned will not change. Furthermore, each regional group is faced with many
internal challenges that they must prioritize in addressing. Accordingly, when we try to predict the future
of the relationships between the three regional groups, it is necessary to carefully assess developments
involving these groups, including the ASEAN-GCC Summit scheduled to be held later this year, while
keeping the following questions in mind.

The first question is how ASEAN's increased engagement with the GCC and PIF will affect peace and
stability in their respective regions. Although regional groups such as ASEAN are relevant when united, any
division within the group will only benefit other major powers in the surrounding region. The division within
the GCC sparked by the Qatar diplomatic crisis in 2017 led to Qatar drifting closer to Iran and consequently
increased Iran’s influence in Yemen and other countries in the Middle East. More recently, the PIF also
experienced a moment of crisis when Kiribati and other countries in Micronesia announced their
withdrawal from the Forum amid the escalating U.S.-China competition. ASEAN has also often struggled
to maintain its unity, and its respect for achieving consensus among member countries has made it difficult
for the group to stake out a clear position on the South China Sea issue. If these regional groups can
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strengthen their internal unity by exchanging views and sharing lessons pertaining to regional affairs such
as the U.S.-China rivalry, it will contribute to the stability of their respective regions. Moreover, this will
further strengthen the voice of the Global South, which may gradually put the U.S.-China rivalry into a
more relative perspective.

The next question is how cooperation among the three regional groups will affect Japan's efforts to
achieve the vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP). ASEAN has positioned its engagement with the
GCC and PIF as part of its Indo-Pacific policy, the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP). The foreign
ministers of ASEAN and the GCC met at the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New York in 2019 to
exchange views on international affairs, with the GCC professing its support for the AOIP in the Co-Chairs’
Press Statement.” Also, in a press briefing held after this year's ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat,
Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi described the AOIP as one of the three pillars designated by
the ASEAN Chair and stated that ASEAN's relations with the Pacific will be strengthened as part of the
implementation of the AOIP." The AOIP entails principles that are also shared by the FOIP, including
openness and a rules-based framework. But since it is fundamental to ASEAN that a balanced posture is
maintained amid the U.S.-China rivalry, the AOIP may be more acceptable to the GCC and PIF, which do
not wish to be drawn into the U.S.-China rivalry. These principles, which are also emphasized by Japan, may
gradually permeate the Gulf and Pacific through the AOIP.

Japan has voiced its support for the AOIP since its inception, with 89 projects listed in the Progress
Report on Japan's Cooperation for the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) presented at the 2022
ASEAN-Japan Summit.” The fact that Japan and ASEAN have built up such a sizable portfolio of concrete
cooperation projects in a short period of time demonstrates the compatibility of the FOIP with the AOIP.
With a special ASEAN-Japan Summit scheduled for later this year to mark the 50th commemorative year
of ASEAN-Japan relations, it is hoped that the cooperative relationship between Japan and ASEAN will be
further strengthened in light of these new developments in ASEAN.
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