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 Way forward for trade integration in addressing 

poverty in ASEAN 

2017 marks the 50th anniversary of 
the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), established in 1967, 
to maintain peace and stability in the 
region. Over the past decades, chal-
lenges of a different nature have 
emerged; these include issues of food 
and water securities and potential im-
pacts of climate change.  

One of these challenges is economic 
insecurity, which exists when people 
do not have ‘an assured basic income 
– usually from productive and remu-
nerative work or in the last resort from
some publicly financed safety net’, ac-
cording to the United Nations’ 1994
Human Development Report. This is
most directly measured through pov-
erty, wherein because of insufficient
income, people have limited access to
food, shelter, and other amenities.
Other important indicators are the
prevalence of temporary and informal
employment, unemployment, and low
wages, albeit these are only seen as
intermediate factors affecting poverty.
While the reasons for poverty may
vary, one of the ways of addressing
poverty is by providing individuals with
opportunities to improve their incomes,
whether through jobs or business op-
portunities.

Trade integration, economic 
development and poverty re-

duction in ASEAN  

One of ASEAN’s approaches to ad-
dressing economic insecurity has been 
regional trade integration. Trade inte-
gration involves removing trade barri-
ers such as tariffs as well as non-tariff 
barriers (NTBs), which include customs 
surcharges and delays in clearing 
products and product-specific technical 
specifications. Once barriers are re-
moved, countries can specialize in pro-
ducing commodities where they have a 
comparative advantage leading to a 
greater production in total. This also 
allows domestic enterprises to access 
cheaper alternative sources for factors 
of production, such as raw materials, 
within the region. As domestic enter-
prises grow, more jobs and business 
opportunities are created that can help 
uplift people out of poverty.  

Since 1992, when ASEAN sought to 
create an ASEAN Free Trade Area 
(AFTA), 96% of trade and tariff barriers 
have been removed, while 80% of 
ASEAN’s targets in harmonizing stand-
ards and regulations, and 70% of tar-
gets in addressing other NTBs, have 
been achieved. Increased trade has 
then contributed to average GDP per 
capita growth in the region from 1990 
to 2010, with the less developed states 
of Vietnam, Myanmar, Cambodia and 
Laos experiencing the fastest growth.  

However, trade by itself does not auto-
matically lead to poverty reduction. 
While the shares of poverty have gone 
down across all ASEAN countries, 
some countries such as Laos, Myan-
mar and the Philippines still have more 
than a fifth of populations living below 
national poverty lines. This calls for 
additional state action to reach groups 
that are excluded from reaping the 
benefits of trade.   
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Integration amid a rapidly 
changing global environ-

ment  

The imperative of making trade 
inclusive is essential, given the 
rapidly evolving global environ-
ment where there is a growing 
scepticism against having open 
and integrated economies.  

Such growing scepticism can 
spread to ASEAN countries, and 
citizens may seek to push their 
governments to emulate insular 
economic policies practiced by 
some economies today. A targeted 
approach, focusing on specific 
groups and addressing barriers 
keeping them from participating in 
the market, is needed. These in-
clude the poor who don’t have ad-
equate education to obtain jobs; 
rural inhabitants unable to bring 

their produce to market because of 
scant transport infrastructure; and 
women, limited in their access to 
education, finance and asset own-
ership in some societies.  

Partnering for Change, En-

gaging the World  

ASEAN’s theme for this year is 
‘Partnering for Change, Engaging 
the World’. ASEAN’s Chair for 
2017, the Philippines, has pushed 
for a list of priorities that can boost 
economic security through trade. 
One of these is to enable micro, 
small and medium enterprises 
(MSMEs) to participate in the digi-
tal economy. This entails encour-
aging governments to provide 
MSMEs with much needed infra-
structure and internet platforms for 
reaching overseas markets. 
MSMEs form the backbone of the 

regional economy, employing ma-
jority of workers across ASEAN 
countries. 

Another strategic priority is to in-
crease trade, allowing ASEAN’s 
MSMEs to reach more markets. 
The Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
offers an encompassing economic 
partnership that can expand trade 
beyond the ASEAN region. In fact, 
a statement on the RCEP negotia-
tions, and potentially their conclu-
sion, has been envisioned by this 
year’s chair. 

Over the years, there has been an 
increasing importance of trade and 
greater integration for ASEAN 
economies. Now, more than ever, 
there is a pressing need to ensure 
benefits of this economic growth 
are accessible to all.    
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Climate change: Data 

shows 2016 likely to be 

warmest year yet  

Matt McGrath 

BBC  

18 January  2017 

Obama administration 

gives $500m to UN  

climate change fund 

BBC 

18 January 2017 

US scientists raise bar 

for sea level by 2100 

AFP/Channel NewsAsia 

25 January 2017 

The real reason for  

China’s U-turn on  

climate change 

Coco Liu,  

South China Morning Post 

4 February 2017    

Climate change report 

urges all sectors to take 

action 

Paritta Wangkiat,  

Bangkok Post 

5 February 2017 

Riau steps up vigilance 

on fires 

Rizal Harahap, 

The Jakarta Post  

6 February 2017 
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Unbreakable: Building 
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poor in the face of  
natural disasters     
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lore, Julie Rozenberg,  
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11th Meeting of the  
Adaptation Committee  
7–10 March 2017  
Bonn, Nordhein-Westfalen, 
Germany 
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GEF Council  
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Taiwan joins global 

anti-nuclear trend           

Liu Hsiu Wen, 

The Asia Times 

18 January 2017 

Tepco spots possible 

nuclear fuel debris at 

Japan's Fukushima 

reactor                          

Channel News Asia                  

30 January 2017 

China’s nuclear power 

capacity likely to  

overtake America’s 

within a decade 

Stephen Stapczynski,    

The Japan Times               

1 February 2017 
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Radiation level in Fu-

kushima plant at rec-

ord high                    

The Straits Times 

3 February 2017 

Beyond nuclear pow-

er: Japan’s smart ener-

gy communities mush-

room                                   

Andrew Dewit,                   

The Asia Times                            

7 February 2017 

Will Bangladesh’s  

future be coal black? 
Kamran Reza Chowdhury,            

Eco-Business                                 

9 February 2017 
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Asia’s energy security: 

Amid global market 

change 
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Johor oil spill: AVA 
gives green signal to 11 
fish farms to resume 
operations 
Bihu Ray, International Busi-
ness Times 
21 January 2017 

India committed to early 
implementation of G20 
agriculture pledges 
Press Trust of India, Busi-
ness Standard 
22 January 2017  

Fighting food wastage: 
New ideas from the past 
Tamara Nair and Christo-
pher Lim, RSIS 
23 January 2017 

Proliferation of bird flu 
outbreaks raises risk of 
human pandemic 
Kate Kelland, Reuters 
26 January 2017 

 

PH agri attaché eyes 
‘food security’ ties with 
UAE 
The Filipino Times  
26 January 2017 

The European  
Commission launches 
public consultation on 
the future of the  
Common Agricultural 
Policy 
European Commission 
2 February 2017 

Role of wetlands in 
safeguarding food  
security 
Serge R. Nakouzi, Tehran 
Times 
3 February 2017  
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