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SPEECH BY H.E. MR. MICHAEL ANTHONY PALMER

SPEAKER OF SINGAPORE PARLIAMENTARY
Your Excellency Marzuki Alie, Speaker of the House of Representatives Republic of Indonesia,
Honourable Heads of Delegations,
Distinguished Colleagues,
Your Excellencies,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
A very good morning to all of you. Salam sejahtera.
                On behalf of the Singapore delegation, allow me to express our sincere appreciation to your Excellency Marzuki Alie and the people of Indonesia for the warm hospitality extended to me and my delegation here at the 33rd AIPA General Assembly.  It gives me great pleasure to join my distinguished colleagues and fellow Parliamentarians from Southeast Asia and beyond on this beautiful island of Lombok. 

                 Mr Chairman, this year marks the 45th anniversary of ASEAN’s founding.  The most important achievement of ASEAN is the peace and stability that it has helped to foster in Southeast Asia in the last four decades since 1967.  Peace should never be taken for granted.  We have only to look at other regions in the world to know how rare and precious it is.  Little by little, ASEAN has built a framework within which the countries of Southeast Asia are able to work more closely together and resolve disputes.  This ASEAN framework of peace and cooperation has enabled us to concentrate our energies on economic development. Indeed, His Excellency, Vice President Professor Dr Boediono touched on this framework in his opening remarks last night. This framework and platform which allows us to come together and present a united front is an ASEAN imperative. In today’s more complex geopolitical environment, ASEAN unity and solidarity is of vital strategic importance.
                 With peace and stability comes economic development. Economic development remains a key imperative for ASEAN.  To sustain our economic growth, ASEAN has intensified efforts to create an ASEAN Economic Community, a single market and production base with free flow of goods, services and investments.  By 2015, we envision ASEAN to be a highly competitive region that is firmly plugged into the world economy.  We have done reasonably well in the liberalisation of trade in goods.  Virtually all goods in ASEAN can now flow throughout the region tariff-free.  However, non-tariff measures have emerged as a growing challenge.  Such measures are often difficult to identify and distinguish from legitimate concerns such as public health and safety.  ASEAN is looking into removing unnecessary regulations and barriers to trade, and we must continue to press on with this.  We also need to push ahead with the liberalisation of services.  ASEAN cannot be competitive in manufacturing or agriculture if we are backward in the provision of essential business services.  Efficient services, such as in logistics, banking and telecommunications, allow for efficient manufacturing processes.  The services sector is therefore key for the region’s future growth.  

                 We have also been focusing our energies on the implementation of the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity, which aims to integrate the region through infrastructural, institutional and people-to-people links.  In September 2011, ASEAN launched the ASEAN Infrastructure Fund (or AIF), which is worth nearly US$500 million and which aims to catalyse private sector financing for infrastructure projects.  The AIF’s total lending commitment through to 2020 will be about US$4 billion.  Nonetheless, we recognise that ASEAN Connectivity is an ambitious initiative that ASEAN cannot implement or fund on its own.  We need to work closely with ASEAN’s Dialogue Partners, and harness their resources and expertise to fully realise this initiative.  

                 We must continue to enhance ASEAN’s external economic linkages.  We have taken significant steps in the right direction.  ASEAN has signed Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with six Dialogue Partners – Australia, New Zealand, China, India, Japan and South Korea.  We will be launching negotiations on the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (or RCEP) soon.    The RCEP is a strategic partnership.  It would be a significant improvement over our current ASEAN+1 FTAs in enhancing market access to the region.  This is not just for mutual economic gain but also for our FTA partners to be part of the emerging architecture of regional cooperation.  The RCEP, when eventually realised, will comprise at least half the world’s population and will bring us all together into one group and link our ties in a deeper, more coherent and more beneficial framework. 

                 On the socio-cultural front, ASEAN has worked hard to promote greater cross-cultural understanding and to build a stronger sense of common identity among the peoples of ASEAN.  For the ASEAN Community to be built, our people must increasingly internalise a sense of ASEAN citizenship.  If we desire the wider international community to believe in ASEAN, then our own people must also understand and appreciate our common goals and objectives.  ASEAN Parliamentarians have a unique place within this joint regional endeavour.  Although each of us functions within our own national legislatures, we have the opportunity to interact at AIPA regularly.  We can do more to promote greater engagement among our citizenry.  

                 Mr Chairman, what is important is that we focus on the commonalities, and not let the differences come between us.  AIPA remains the only regional forum for ASEAN parliamentarians, and we should make full use of this opportunity to renew ties and exchange ideas and best practices.  I look forward to a substantive and stimulating dialogue over the next few days, and hope that we will work together in the spirit of mutual cooperation to further the interests of ASEAN and its peoples. 
Thank you. Terima kasih
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