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Phnom Penh. Down which roads will Cambodia take ASEAN in 202?
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SYNOPSIS

Cambodia’s upcoming chairmanship of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in 2022 falls at a time when three major issues will dominate the ASEAN
agenda: (i) the Myanmar crisis, (ii) the South China Sea disputes and Code of Conduct
negotiations, and (iij) the Covid-19 pandemic. How will Cambodia steer ASEAN



through these challenges? This article aims to provide a general overview of the likely
approaches that Cambodia, as ASEAN chair, will take towards these issues.

COMMENTARY

Cambodia faced a huge amount of criticism during its previous chairmanship of
ASEAN in 2012 because the association failed, for the first time in its history, to issue
a joint communiqué at its annual ministerial meeting in July that year. This was due to
disagreements among member states over the South China Sea issue.

However, there was instead a subsequent Statement of ASEAN Foreign Ministers on
‘ASEAN'’S Six-Point Principles on the South China Sea”, issued about a week later,
on 20 July 2012, that is less often mentioned. While this statement does not change
the fact that ASEAN had failed to issue a joint communiqueé, it does mean that ASEAN
member states did make a joint effort at the time to resolve some of their differences
in an attempt to salvage the situation.

During its chairmanship of ASEAN in 2022, Cambodia is certain to be more mindful of
how it will be perceived by states around the region and beyond regarding its foreign
policy stance. Other countries will be watching keenly to see whether Cambodia will
take a neutral stance amid the ongoing intensification of the US-China rivalry or tilt
towards China, which it is often accused of doing by the Western media.

Cambodia’s chairmanship of ASEAN comes at a critical juncture, with three issues —
the Myanmar crisis, South China Sea disputes and Covid-19 pandemic — continuing
to brew in the region. These issues will pose challenges to Phnom Penh’s ability to
steer the association.

The Myanmar Issue

Major obstacles remain in the peace and reconciliation process in Myanmar despite
the efforts made by ASEAN over the past few months since the military coup of
February 2021. From a Cambodian perspective, the Myanmar issue is a family
problem to be dealt with among ASEAN member states: regardless of how bad a
member is, the other family members will feel obliged to assist it (instead of completely
isolating it), especially in times of crisis. This reflects Prime Minister Hun Sen’s general
approach of dealing with the military junta in Myanmar, and it will affect how Cambodia,
as ASEAN chair, manages the issue as it seeks to accommodate the interests of all
parties concerned.

In early December 2021, Hun Sen met with Wunna Maung Lwin, the military-appointed
foreign minister of Myanmar. Hun Sen also announced that he would travel to
Myanmar to meet the military junta in early 2022. These are early signals of the
engagement policy towards Myanmar that Cambodia is likely to adopt. Cambodia is
likely to resist any calls to isolate the junta in Myanmar.

South China Sea Disputes

Since Cambodia has no claims in the South China Sea, it is uncertain whether Phnom
Penh will place the South China Sea disputes at the same level of priority on the



ASEAN agenda as the Myanmar issue. Nonetheless, Cambodia will still hope to make
some progress on the negotiations for a South China Sea Code of Conduct (COC) in
consultation with other ASEAN member states and China. However, this will not be
an easy task by any means, as shown by the repeated delays in making progress on
the negotiations over the past few years.

Any progress in the COC negotiations will only be possible when Cambodia is able to
restore trust and confidence, first with Vietnam and then, to a lesser extent, with the
Philippines. As the two major ASEAN member states with key interests in the South
China Sea disputes, Vietnam and the Philippines will invariably take tough stances in
the negotiations, as will China.

In recent years, Cambodia’s relationship with Vietnam has worsened given the strong
involvement of China in Cambodia’s Ream Naval Base. Vietham sees that
involvement as an encirclement attempt by China. As for the Philippines, the
presidential election in May 2022 will be a major factor in determining the next Filipino
administration’s policy towards China in general, and the South China Sea disputes in
particular.

The Pandemic

Given the uncertainty of how the Covid-19 pandemic will pan out in 2022, the
reopening of borders among ASEAN member states will be another key policy
challenge that Cambodia has to face as ASEAN chair. While several Southeast Asian
countries have reopened their borders to other Southeast Asians and travellers from
beyond the region, this decision could be reversed overnight if governments assess
the risks to outweigh the benefits.

It also remains uncertain what impact the likely spread of the Omicron variant of the
virus will have on the region as Southeast Asian states seek to strike a balance
between protecting the lives of their citizens and safeguarding their livelihoods by
reopening their economies.

Cambodia will need to do more as ASEAN chair to ensure that more vaccines are
made available and distributed equitably across the ASEAN region, especially in the
smaller cities and rural areas. It will need to work closely with the private sector, NGOs,
other ASEAN member states and ASEAN'’s dialogue partners to achieve these goals.

The Challenge of Maintaining ASEAN’s Relevance and Centrality

Cambodia’s chairmanship of ASEAN will be a challenging one as it seeks to steer
ASEAN through the three key issues highlighted.

ASEAN's ability to make a difference on the regional and international stage has come
under the spotlight, especially in recent years. ASEAN'’s centrality is also being
questioned amid signs that some of the major powers are seeking to create alternative
multilateral platforms instead of continuing to go with ASEAN-led multilateralism.

Prime Minister Hun Sen, as one of the longest serving leaders in Southeast Asia, will
have to muster all his years of experience in order to steer ASEAN through 2022. The



aim of ASEAN and Cambodia for 2022 must surely be to answer their critics and to
prove that ASEAN, despite its shortcomings, remains the most viable multilateral
platform available to Southeast Asian states.

The future of ASEAN will rest on Cambodia’s shoulders through 2022, and the world
will be watching to see whether ASEAN can emerge stronger and more united from
these challenges.
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