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Ruling on surgeon’s case a wake-up callA26

A
T FIRST, it was seen as
an old stratagem.
When Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov
presented a draft decla-

ration on the framework princi-
ples of strengthening security and
developing cooperation in the
Asia-Pacific Region at the East
Asia Summit (EAS) foreign minis-
ters’ meeting in Bandar Seri
Begawan early this month, it was
initially seen as a rehashing of an
archaic proposal on collective se-
curity – something Asean had re-
peatedly rejected more than 21/2

decades ago.
As things turned out, however,

it was different. The draft con-
tained fresh and ambitious ideas
that resonated well in the minds
of Asean strategists. Since the end
of 2011, South-east Asian diplo-
mats have been searching for
ways to engage with the United
States’ rebalancing policy, official-
ly known as the US pivot to Asia.

In 2010, then Russian Presi-
dent Dmitry Medvedev and then
Chinese President Hu Jintao be-
gan stressing the need for a new
security architecture to ensure
peace and security in the Asia-
Pacific region. Since then, the two
countries have quietly worked on
the idea.

Meanwhile, the US’ new Asia
policy was gathering momentum,
thanks to its strong support for
Asean’s common positions on the
South China Sea. The US profile
had been augmented earlier after
Washington’s accession to the
1976 Asean Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation (TAC) in South-east
Asia in July 2009.

Beijing’s strong backing

AT THE EAS ministerial meeting,
Asean responded positively to the
Russian proposal, which was
strongly backed by Beijing. When
it was first drafted, Russia
planned to present it as a binding
code of conduct. But Beijing en-
couraged Moscow to lower the
benchmark to a mere declaration,
arguing that it would fly better
with the grouping. China was ap-
parently trying to avoid any confu-
sion while negotiations on the
code of conduct for the South Chi-
na Sea were going on.

The Russian draft was first cir-
culated among the senior Asean
officials in Brunei in January. Dip-
lomats then agreed that the pro-
posal deserved further scrutiny.

From Asean’s perspective, the
draft also indicated growing Rus-
sian interest in a new regional ar-

chitecture which has been gradual-
ly taking shape. With Mr Vladimir
Putin beginning his third term as
President, Russia wants to be part
of the evolving security frame-
work in this region. Like China,
Russia also wants to become a
strategic partner of Asean.

In the run-up to the forthcom-
ing EAS in October, China and
Russia are for the first time devel-
oping a common approach to key
issues that would seek to raise
their profiles and draw backing
from Asean members. Both coun-
tries support Asean’s leading role
in the EAS agenda, which includes
six priority areas: environment
and energy, education, finance,
global health issues and pandemic
disease, natural disaster mitiga-
tion and Asean connectivity.

Since the EAS’ expansion in
2011 to include the US and Russia,
the former has weighed in heavily
on security issues on the EAS
agenda.

For the first time as well, the
US-Asean leaders’ meeting in
Brunei will be transformed into a
summit. This means that the
leaders will be committed to meet
annually, back to back, at the
year-end Asean summit. Russia is
also contemplating a similar sum-
mit meeting with Asean.

What has drawn China
and Russia together is their
common desire to counter
what they perceive to be US
hegemony. They also want
to ensure that the US revi-
talisation of security alli-
ances and the new rebal-
ancing strategies would
not in any way weaken
their presence and influ-
ence in Asia. Given current
tensions in the maritime are-
as in the East and South China
Seas, both sides also see the need
to strengthen maritime security
cooperation.

The recently concluded Joint
Sea 2013 exercise between China’s
and Russia’s navies – the biggest
in their naval history, taking
place off their coastal areas
from Hainan to Vladivostok in
the Japan Sea – is an impor-
tant reminder that these two
powers share similar mari-
time security concerns.
They have also vowed to strength-
en and diversify the joint exercis-
es. Throughout the week-long
drill, Chinese media hailed it as
part of their “comprehensive stra-
tegic partnership” and gave it ex-
tensive reports and analysis.

Without military alliances in
the region of their own, China and
Russia are eager to partake in the
evolving regional architecture un-
der the auspices of Asean. Given
the complexity and nature of to-
day’s transboundary security is-
sues, a bloc approach is no longer
an effective way to tackle them.
Collaborative diplomatic efforts
are more effective. They may also
serve as a better deterrence.

With such thoughts in mind,
Beijing and Moscow have identi-
fied the EAS as the most appropri-
ate forum to build a new regional
architecture. It is a far cry from
the past when the former Soviet
Union tried to ram through its
own version of collective security
that included an overtly anti-US
platform without considering re-
gional concerns and voices.

Jakarta has a proposal too

BUT although the current Russian
draft has incorporated key Asean
norms and principles on the politi-
cal and security arenas, there are
still some unclear concepts that

will need clarification.
At the same meeting earlier

this month, diplomats also consid-
ered the merits of the Indo-Pacif-
ic Wide Treaty of Friendship and
Cooperation.

The proposal, first announced
in Washington in May by Indone-
sian Foreign Minister Marty Na-
talegawa, aims to increase trust
among players in the Indian and
Pacific oceans.

Jakarta’s proposal extrapolated
on the principles enshrined in the
TAC and the Declaration of the
EAS Summit on the Principles for
Mutually Beneficial Relations. Un-
like the Russian draft, Indonesia’s
made full use of the Asean securi-

ty frameworks and its concerns. 
In Jakarta’s view, these norms

could promote and maintain
peace and prosperity in the region
despite fierce competition be-
tween the major powers. Howev-
er, it remains to be seen how
these two security proposals will
play out in practice.

It is obvious that the dialogue
partners of Asean are no longer
passive. They want to be on a par
with Asean and others in setting
the agenda and shaping the future
security landscape. They also see
opportunities to renew their en-
gagement and sustain their pres-
ence in the region.

Halfway through its Asean

chairmanship, Brunei has also be-
come a formidable player, bring-
ing together its Asean colleagues
once again after last year’s hiccup
– when the grouping failed to is-
sue the annual joint communique
– temporarily damaged its central-
ity. Kudos must go to Brunei –
small but truly Asean – for quick-
ly restoring the grouping’s credi-
bility and respectability.
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China, Russia respond
to US pivot to Asia

With renewed big-power interest in the region, Russia has unveiled a regional
security structure, backed by Beijing. And Asean has reacted positively to it.

T
HE suicide by hanging of Dr Shane
Todd, an engineer with a Singapore
research institute, drew unusual inter-
est because of allegations of sinister
plots and cover-ups that prompted the
Singapore and United States govern-
ments to clear the air.

The allegations made by Dr Todd’s
parents impugned the impartiality of
Singapore’s investigative and judicial
processes, and insinuated possible risks
to America’s national security, by impli-
cation with Singapore’s connivance in
research activity it conducted. Any for-
eign quarter with passing knowledge of
Singapore’s emphasis on integrity in
governance issues, primacy of the law
and its worldview on international rela-

tions would expect there would be a
swift comeback.

The response of the authorities was
calmly deliberative in the face of these
accusations. Under the circumstances,
reasoning was the better option than
engaging in exchanges with people per-
ceived to be over-wrought because of a
tragic death in the family. Intervention
by the foreign ministers of the two
nations, Mr K. Shanmugam and Mr John
Kerry, became necessary, although this
was highly unusual in a coroner’s
inquest to determine if a death was sus-
picious.

The coroner’s finding that there was
no foul play in the man’s death ought to
put to rest theories of murder and collab-

oration with China on technologies said
to have radar and satellite applications.
Still, the verdict of suicide is unlikely to
bring closure to the parents, or for that
matter any anguished parent if assailed
by doubt over an untimely death.

The inquiry had been open and thor-
ough, lasting 10 days and with a number
of expert witnesses called. The US Em-
bassy’s view that the inquest had been
“comprehensive, fair and transparent”
attested to the rigour of the court pro-
cess. It ought to count for something,
even to a family which unfortunately
had decided for itself that the outcome
was pre-determined.

The parents said after the verdict was
released that they would continue to

fight to get at the truth. Indeed, they
were given an opportunity to testify to
help establish just that, but their views
could not be examined when they
turned their backs on the proceedings.
That was a pity, since like them, Singa-
poreans would want nothing more than
to have all sides of the story told in the
interest of getting to the bottom of the
case. One truth worth noting is that Sin-
gaporeans who did not know Dr Todd
personally were saddened by the events.
They hope the family will be able to
come to terms with its loss over time.
Perhaps in time they might come to see
that the country that their son got to
know did him no intended harm, and
treat it likewise.

Recognising the truth in Todd case
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