From Neighbours to Partners: An Analysis into Singapore's ASEAN Journe
Over 25 Years

Introduction

Since gaining independence in 1965, Singapore has developed into a major economic and financial center
despite its small size and limited natural resources. A key factor in this development has been its close
relationships with neighboring Southeast Asian countries through the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN). As a founding member of ASEAN in 1967, Singapore has consistently supported
greater regional integration and an open trading environment for foreign investors and those from the
region. This became particularly significant with the formal establishment of the ASEAN Economic
Community also known as the AEC in 2015, following the signing of the pivotal Kuala Lumpur
Declaration. The AEC became a cornerstone of ASEAN’s efforts to deepen regional economic inclusion
and closely further aligned with Singapore’s interest in maintaining an open trade region (MFA,
Singapore). This strong commitment remains relevant today as well as Singapore continues to participate
actively in ASEAN’s efforts to expand regional trade and cooperation. Singapore continues to participate
actively in ASEAN discussions on trade, regional cooperation, and global engagement, including the 47th
ASEAN Summit in 2025 (Ministry of Trade and Industry, Singapore). Therefore, Singapore’s
relationships with its ASEAN neighbours are important not only for its economic development but also

for strengthening social ties and maintaining regional security.

Key Focus Points

Economic Ties

At the beginning of the 2001-2026 period, Singapore’s economic relations in Southeast Asia were
strongly influenced by the Asian Financial Crisis. ASEAN leaders noted in November 2001 that many

countries were still recovering from the financial shocks of 1997 and 1998 while facing a significant



economic slowdown (ASEAN Chairman Press Statement, November 2001). This environment
encouraged ASEAN members to pursue greater economic integration and connection. Singapore played
an important role in this process. The Initiative for ASEAN integration (IAl) was launched during
Singapore’s ASEAN chairmanship in 2000 to reduce the development gap between ASEAN’s more and
less developed members. Singapore established training centers in newer ASEAN nations ie. Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Singapore). Since its launch in 2001, “more than 18,000
participants” had taken part in various courses. This was driven by Singapore’s longstanding belief that
“human resource development is vital for economic and social progress” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

Singapore) highlighting Singapore’s commitment to economic security in the region.

To further affirm the aforementioned credence, researcher Chistrofer Dent conducted research to explain
Singapore’s foreign policy with respect to its economic framework. The IAI demonstrates an important
feature of Singapore’s regional strategy: Singapore’s economic interests were increasingly connected to
the development of its ASEAN neighbours. Rather than simply benefitting from ASEAN’s already
existing markets, Singapore supported initiatives, like the IAI, to strengthen the capacity of less developed
nations. This is consistent with the arguments made by Dent, who suggests that Singapore's foreign
economic policy was driven by the very pursuit of economic security (Dent). At the beginning of the 21st
century Singapore’s then prime minister Goh Chok Tong suggested ASEAN move into an economic
community, following this proposal ASEAN officially adopted the Bali Concord in 2003 to formally
adopt the proposal (The Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia). Twelve years later, in
December of 2015, the ASEAN Economic Community was formally realised (ASEAN Main Portal); this
was an important institutional milestone rather than the beginning of economic integration. ASEAN had
already spent years developing cooperation in investment and other economic services, to ensure that
there would remain a key focus on the economic development of ASEAN and Singapore collectively

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Singapore).



Figure 1 (Singapore Economic Development Board)
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By the 2020s Singapore’s economic relationships with its neighbours had become significantly more
interconnected. The Johor- Singapore Special Economic Zone (Figure 1), established through an
agreement in January of 2025 allows business to combine Singapore's position as a global business hub
with Johor’s complementary resource and production capabilities. Singapore Prime Minister Wong
describes it as an initiative that would “attach more investment” to the shores of Singapore and Johor,
Malaysia (Singapore Economic Development Board). In summation the main economic change in the last
25 years is not simply that Singapore trades more with its ASEAN neighbours; instead, Singapore has
become more deeply involved in the economic systems of ASEAN. Its economic security increasingly

depends on interconnectedness which it has pursued through various economic initiatives.



Social and Cultural Relations

Singapore’s social and cultural relations with its ASEAN neighbours have developed considerably since
the past 25 years. In the early 2000s, ASEAN was increasingly focussed on creating shared regional
identity among countries with significant linguistic, cultural, and political differences. Education became
an important tool for achieving this. At the first ASEAN Education Ministers meeting in 2006, ministers
recognized education as a means of promoting ASEAN identity and strengthening intercultural
understanding. Through the meeting they also encouraged greater exchanges between students and
educators across ASEAN (Joint Statement, ASEAN Educations Ministers Meeting). The common goal of
inclusion and intercultural understanding, solidified through the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community
(ASCC) blueprint adopted in 2009 (ASEAN Secretariat). The primary aim of the initiative as described in
the blueprint, was to contribute to a people centered and socially responsible ASEAN community by

forging a common identity and building a caring and sharing society.

Singapore contributed to this process through its regional capacity building programs. A primary example
of this is the IAI, as mentioned previously, it established training centers across newer ASEAN countries
in areas of trade and investment. However, these programs created professional connections between
Singapore and its ASEAN neighbours while helping newer ASEAN members participate more fully in
regional cooperation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Singapore). Through this program, the ASEAN
countries were able to foster stronger social connections and moved closer to the "caring and sharing"
society envisioned by the ASCC Blueprint (ASEAN Secretariat). By the 2020s, however, ASEAN’s
social agenda had expanded beyond identity building. Its education priorities increasingly focus on higher
education, technical and vocational education, and digital skills. This is clearly outlined in the ASEAN
Work Plan on Education 2026-2030, specifically aims to create a resilient and dynamic ASEAN while
strengthening education and ASEAN identity (ASEAN Secretariat). A key example of this is Singapore’s

relationship with Vietnam highlighting this evolution. Its 2025 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership



includes education and talent development as key focus points. According to the Singapore Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, this framework drives vital cross-border student exchanges, institutional partnerships,
and vocational training initiatives. Through these actions, both nations actively convert the overarching

socio-cultural goals of ASEAN into practical achievements and bilateral success.

Therefore the major social changes from 2001 and 2026 are a shift from building awareness of ASEAN
toward building practical connections between people. Education and cultural cooperation still strengthen
ASEAN identity, but they increasingly also support skills, mobility, employment, and regional economic

integration to further social connection.

Security Relations

Security cooperation has undergone a major transformation since 2001. At the beginning of the period,
terrorism was an immediate regional concern. On 5 November, ASEAN issued its Declaration on Joint
Action to Counter Terrorisim, describing terrorism as a threat to regional peace, stability, and economic
development. ASEAN committed to stronger cooperation, information sharing, and regional capacity
building to withstand any terrorist act (Declaration on Joint Action to Counter Terrorisim, 2001). This
reflected a new understanding that security threats could cross national borders. For Singapore this was
particularly important because its economic property depends heavily on regional stability and secure
trade and transport routes. Maritime security was another major point of concern. Singapore is located
beside the Malacca and Singapore Straits, making the security of South Asia’s maritime routes
particularly important to its economy. In 2004 defense researcher Graham Ong-Webb argued that piracy
and maritime terrorisms presented serious threats to Southeast Asian waters and required stronger
regional cooperation and enforcement (Ong-Webb). ASEAN subsequently developed more formal
defense institutions. The ASEAN Defense Ministers” Meeting (ADMM) was established in 2006 to
strengthen defense cooperation and increase mutual understanding among ASEAN members. In 2010

ASEAN established the ADMM-Plus bringing ASEAN together with eight external partners.



Its initial areas of cooperation included maritime security, counterterrorism, and humanitarian assistance.
b

Humanitarian action was added in 2013, followed by cybersecurity in 2016 (ASEAN Defense Ministers

Meeting Records).

The addition of cybersecurity demonstrates how the definition of security has broadened. Security is no
longer limited to traditional military threats. It increasingly involves digital systems, infrastructure, and
response to cyber threats. To work on the aforesaid issues, ASEAN created a rubric like goal system that

allows them to measure and cooperate on digital security threats.

Figure 2 (ASEAN CYBERSECURITY COOPERATION STRATEGY 2026-2030)

Dimension 1: Strengthening cyber readiness

Goals

1.1

Advancing
critical
infrastructure
protection and
improving crisis
response
through policy,
diplomacy, and
operational
preparedness

Details

e Effective policies can enhance
efficiency in regional response to
cyber incidents. However,
differences in definitions,
communication protocols, and
procedures can hinder readiness.
Clear frameworks and protocols
are essential, for personnel to
know how to manage requests for
assistance and make decisions in
real time. This could be inclusive
of pre-establishing
communication channels,
including diplomatic ties between
states and partnerships with
technology companies prior to a
crisis and incident.

e While ASEAN has advanced in
protecting critical infrastructure,
sustained progress requires
shared responsibility, cooperation
and clear codes of conduct.

Potential Initiatives

e Develop an ASEAN Best
Practice for Governance
Framework for Incident
Response

e Conduct an ASEAN Feasibility
Study on Regional Crisis
Response.

e ASEAN study on what
constitutes harmful ICT
practices.

e Develop a strategic guideline
for identification of critical
sectors.

e Conduct simulation/tabletop
exercises, cyber exercises and
joint drills.

e Build a regional cybersecurity
information repository to ease
access to information on ICT
threats and incidents

Alignment with current
programmes
e ASEAN Workshops on
Implementing Best Practices
for Submarine Cable
Protection and Repairs
(Singapore) (Proposal)

As shown above in Figure 2, ASEAN’s cybersecurity strategy demonstrates how regional security
cooperation has expanded beyond traditional military threats to address cybersecurity and the protection
of critical infrastructure. The strategy emphasizes stronger policies, clearer communication protocols, and

coordinated responses to cyber incidents. For Singapore, this is particularly important because of its



highly digitalized economy and dependence on critical infrastructure and digital networks. Singapore has
thus played an active role in strengthening ASEAN’s cybersecurity cooperation, including through
initiatives focused on protecting critical infrastructure and sharing information on cyber threats. The
major change since the last 25 years is thereforehow Singapore and its ASEAN neighbours now cooperate

across a much wider range of traditional and non-traditional security challenges.

Conclusion

Over the past 25 years, Singapore’s relationship with its ASEAN neighbours has developed from a focus
on regional stability and economic recovery, into profound regional interdependence. Economically,
Singapore has moved beyond simply benefitting from ASEAN markets by supporting regional
development and strengthening trade and investment connections. Socially ASEAN cooperation has
shifted from building a shared regional identity toward practical connections through education and skill
development. Security cooperation has similarly expanded from terrorism and maritime security to
cybersecurity, critical infrastructure, and other non-traditional threats. Overall Singapore’s ASEAN
relationships have become essential to its economic prosperity, social connections, and national security.

ASEAN has become an important part of how Singapore sustains its prosperity and security.
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