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Telling the ASEAN Story
By Johanna Son*

Rarely does ASEAN have these many news hooks to attract the attention of 

the media and their audiences. But the year 2017 gives exactly these – and not 

just one, but three major news pegs: It is ASEAN’s 50th year ; this year’s ASEAN chair 

is the Philippines, whose foreign policy has been raising eyebrows; and the ASEAN 

Community has just reached its fi rst birthday.

There is more: This year is also the 40th year since the start of ASEAN’s dialogue 

partnership with Canada and the European Union.

All these comprise the backdrop against which the Reporting ASEAN media 

forum – which is among the fi rst public conferences discussing ASEAN in the new 

year – is being held in Bangkok, Thailand on 17-18 February 2017.

That these news hooks point to issues that the public needs to know is clear, but 

the storytelling challenge lies in how journalists can make the important interesting, 

in-depth – and ‘digestible’ – as well.

In many ways, stories about ASEAN regionalism, and ASEAN’s role, relevance 

and impact need to be sold not just to news consumers, but fi rst and foremost to 

newsrooms. Such stories are newsworthy because they are related to citizens’ daily 

lives and because media are supposed to hold governments accountable to the 

commitments they make, including under the ASEAN Community.

But ASEAN has a public relations problem of sorts, both within and without 

media circles.

Editors say younger journalists all but fl ee when they hear ‘ASEAN’, and many 

journalists who say they want to do ASEAN-related stories do not always know 

where to start or which sources or what organizations and government departments 

to talk to.

In terms of news, ASEAN covers everything and nothing, and this can leave 

journalists a blank canvas to work with. It is ‘everything’ because ASEAN straddles 

different topics and links separate beats, from politics to diplomacy, to trade and 

culture, and because it is both local and regional. It is ‘nothing’ because very little of 

ASEAN-related ‘news’ is timebound and falls within the category of spot news, except 

perhaps for the declarations that ASEAN leaders and ministers issue at their meetings.

If one limits ASEAN news to just high-profi le ASEAN summits and meetings, instead 

of issues, then nothing much ‘happens’ in the way other event-bound news typically 

unfold. There is no summing-up press conference at ASEAN events; ASEAN has no 

one spokesperson. Much of the test of the implementation of ASEAN’s decisions – 

and not all are carried out – comes after, when the camera crews have long gone 

and much of media think there is no longer any news.

But journalists need to stay with the issues, and newsdesks in the region could 

be more keen in producing their own ASEAN stories instead of relying on copy 
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from foreign wire agencies. Repor ters need to go 

beyond the voices of state actors in ASEAN, translate 

motherhood statements to what these mean for daily 

lives, and explain the implications of what ASEAN does 

or does not do.

ASEAN is not the fastest-moving, most vocal 

organization and the news often need to be pulled out 

of it. But its existence for fi ve decades and contribution 

to regional security is no small feat given that many of 

its member states would not even sit at the same table 

in the past. Its brand of diplomacy has made ASEAN’s 

collective weight much heavier than that of its member 

states individually.

What makes ASEAN tick? The Reporting ASEAN 

media forum aims to delve into this, and in the process 

show journalists, editors and news organizations why 

they need to invest in covering it.

The second to be held after the fi rst one in March 

2015, the forum is one of three components that make 

up the larger Reporting ASEAN programme, which 

provides an independent, critical space for dissecting 
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“Tell us your story!” This is not only the call we made in 

seeking good story ideas from journalists who wish to be part 

of the Reporting ASEAN media programme – but the battlecry 

of Probe Media Foundation Inc in the almost 15 years it has 

been working with journalists and media in the region.

Probe Media Foundation Inc has been fortunate to have 

had the opportunity to take part in, facilitate and conduct 

meetings, training sessions, workshops and media fellowships 

on various Asian issues since 2002. Indeed, the preparations for 

the Reporting ASEAN media forum 2017 allowed us to meet 

with past media fellows, a good number of whom have become 

programme directors, television anchors and editors-in-chief.

We trust that the presentations and discussions at the 

forum will help journalists and other participants who need 

to tell stories – be it participants from civil society, academe 

and government agencies – gain better tools for documenting 

how our vibrant, complex ASEAN Community is shaping the 

lives of ASEAN’s citizens.

We would like to thank our speakers and guests for sharing 

their time and expertise, our media fellows who bring fresh 

reportage experiences and ideas to the forum, and the staff 

who have worked tirelessly to ensure that it runs smoothly.

We extend our gratitude to the Canadian government, 

through Canada’s mission to ASEAN and the Canada Fund 

for Local Initiatives, for supporting the second phase of the 

Reporting ASEAN media programme that we host. Our 

appreciation also goes to AirAsia for fl ying many participants 

to the forum, and to the ASEAN Foundation for their 

collaboration and encouragement.

We look forward to a meaningful and successful forum.

Yasmin Mapua Tang

Executive Director, Probe Media Foundation Inc

Manila, Philippines

I am very pleased to support the Reporting ASEAN media 

forum through the Canada Fund for Local Initiatives.

The idea of bringing together journalists who are based 

throughout Southeast Asia is central to ensuring that the citizens 

of ASEAN are informed about the challenges, the accomplishments 

and the opportunities that regional integration presents. This is 

especially important as ASEAN, with Canada’s support, works 

toward creating a “people-oriented, people-centred ASEAN.”

As we celebrate 50 years of ASEAN and 40 years of 

Dialogue Partner Relations between Canada and ASEAN, I 

encourage you to learn more about how ASEAN works, what 

benefi ts it can bring to Southeast Asians and where we can 

work together to improve. The stories you tell, the news you 

break and the pictures you broadcast across the region will 

make a difference. Working with Probe Media Foundation Inc, 

Canada is pleased to support you in your efforts.

I also hope you will share Canada’s ASEAN story. We are 

one of only ten Dialogue Partners and we use our special 

relationship to put our foreign policy priorities into action, 

including through initiatives to empower women across the 

region, create economic opportunity, promote and protect 

the rights of migrants, and help ensure ASEAN borders are 

safe, secure and effi cient.

My colleagues and I would be pleased to tell you more, 

and I look forward to meeting you at the Reporting ASEAN 

media forum 2017.

Marie-Louise Hannan

Canada’s Ambassador to ASEAN

Jakarta, Indonesia
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public issues around ASEAN through better, 

more knowledgeable and nuanced storytelling.

Reporting ASEAN’s two other components 

are a feature series and a media fellowship 

programme. The program’s fel lows, al l 

journalists from ASEAN countries, will in 

fact be sharing their stories at an editorial 

workshop after the forum.

Integration in ASEAN may well be the 

biggest regional story underway today – and 

in this news assignment, ASEAN’s 50th year 

offers us many leads to pursue.

* Johanna Son is the editor/founder of the 

Reporting ASEAN programme, whose second 

phase is hosted by Probe Media Foundation Inc.
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ASEAN turns 50 this year. As a grouping, we have come 

far : from fi ve members to 10, from an idea born of necessity 

to a model for other regions, from post-colonial curiosity to 

major trade bloc.

Much of this is due to efforts by ASEAN member nations 

to bind the region together through policy frameworks and 

trade agreements that seek to promote cooperation between 

governments and tear down tariff barriers to establish a single 

market.

Private companies like AirAsia have also been a driving force 

behind greater integration, fi lling in the gaps not addressed 

by policy. AirAsia is the only airline that fl ies to all 10 ASEAN 

nations. We have also pursued a network strategy that puts 

ASEAN at the centre of a web of connectivity that stretches 

as far as China, Japan and South Korea, Australia and New 

Zealand as well as India and the Middle East. The diversity of 

our workforce refl ects the breadth of our network, and we 

believe this diversity is strength.

None of this means much to the man in the street though. 

Many still do not see themselves as ASEAN, preferring instead 

to be Malaysian, Thai or Vietnamese. I don’t blame them. The 

concept of a single ASEAN identity is far removed from the 

daily lives of most people, and it’s impossible to feel affi nity for 

something you have little to no connection to.

That’s why the media is so crucial. The media acts as a bridge 

between governments and private companies on the one hand 

and the public on the other, between those who formulate 

policies and those who feel their direct impact, between social 

and economic realities and political dreams, between the 

ambitions of the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta and the hopes 

of the 630 million people spread across the region. Without 

this linkage, ASEAN will struggle to be relevant to the people.

For this reason, we are thrilled to support Reporting 

ASEAN, the fi rst media forum to focus on ASEAN-related 

issues.

While only in its second year, Reporting ASEAN has shown 

itself to be the preeminent forum for discussing the region’s 

direction and future, and how best to go about reporting on 

it. So congratulations to the Reporting ASEAN programme’s 

founder, and host Probe Media Foundation, for organising 

this event which, on ASEAN’s 50th anniversary, seems more 

relevant than ever.

Tony Fernandes

Group CEO, AirAsia

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Three decades after ASEAN’s establishment, its leaders 

recognised that there remained inadequate shared prosperity, 

as well as awareness of and contact, among ASEAN’s peoples. 

With this in mind, ASEAN leaders established the ASEAN 

Foundation during ASEAN’s 30th Anniversary Commemorative 

Summit in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia on 15 December 1997.

The ASEAN Foundation is an organisation from and for the 

peoples of ASEAN. It exists because of one vision: to build a 

cohesive and prosperous ASEAN Community. As an ASEAN 

body, the Foundation is tasked to support ASEAN in promoting 

the awareness, identity, interaction and development of the 

peoples of ASEAN.

Currently, ASEAN awareness is about breadth rather than 

depth of knowledge. In an updated 10-nation survey on young 

people’s knowledge of ASEAN – which the ASEAN Foundation 

supported in 2014 – newspapers, books and the Internet 

emerged as the three main sources of information on ASEAN. 

Media play an important role in informing people, especially 

the youth, about ASEAN and its priorities. Journalists require 

creative approaches to report on ASEAN and its integration 

process. Media also help drive the development of a strong 

sense of ASEAN identity.

The ASEAN Foundation is pleased to collaborate with 

Probe Media Foundation Inc from the Philippines on the 

second phase of the Reporting ASEAN media programme. 

This programme allows for hands-on contextualised capacity 

building related to in-depth and consistent reporting on 

issues linked to ASEAN regionalism. It allows for discussion 

of emerging issues, challenges, opportunities in reporting and 

analyses around ASEAN community building. It contributes 

to the widening and deepening of coverage of ASEAN 

beyond high-profi le events, and identifi es issues that need 

to be discussed in the public domain. More importantly, the 

participating journalists who are fellows of the programme 

would join an existing pool of media professionals who follow 

ASEAN issues regularly.

The website ASEANnews.net, where our fellows’ stories 

are published, offers fresh media narratives about ASEAN 

that enrich public knowledge and stimulate critical discussion 

of ASEAN affairs.

The Reporting ASEAN programme fi ts well under the 

ASEAN Foundation’s thematic area of media, given that 

media are an important stakeholder in supporting ASEAN 

community building.

The ASEAN Foundation would like to thank Reporting 

ASEAN’s supporters for their contribution, without which 

it would not be possible to organise this media forum. We 

appreciate their continued support for future events.

Elaine Tan

Executive Director, ASEAN Foundation

Jakarta, Indonesia
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DAY ONE - 17 FEBRUARY

 0800 to 0845 Registration

 0845 to 0900 OPENING SESSION
Moderator: Veronica Pedrosa

  Welcome Remarks
  Marie-Louise Hannan
  Canada’s Ambassador to ASEAN,

Jakarta, Indonesia

  Johanna Son
  Director/Founder, Reporting ASEAN,

Bangkok, Thailand

  Showing of Vox ASEAN video feature

 0900 to 1020 Keynotes
 0900 to 0920 AKP Mochtan
  Deputy Secretary-General, Community and 

Corporate Affairs, ASEAN, Jakarta, Indonesia

 0920 to 0940 Jakkrit Srivali
  Director General, Department of

ASEAN Affairs, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
  Bangkok, Thailand

 0940 to1000 Kavi Chongkittavorn
  Columnist, The Nation and Senior Fellow, 

Institute of Strategic and International 
Studies, Bangkok, Thailand

 1000 to 1020 Tony Fernandes
  Group CEO of AirAsia,

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

 1020 to 1050 Coffee Break

 1050 to 1200 DISCUSSION

 1200 to 1300 Lunch

 1300 to 1430 TALK SHOW 1
Host: Veronica Pedrosa

  ASEAN@50: MATURITY OR
MID- LIFE CRISIS?

  AKP Mochtan
  Deputy Secretary-General, Community and 

Corporate Affairs, ASEAN, Jakarta, Indonesia

  Mary Jo Bernardo-Aragon
  Philippine Ambassador to Thailand,

Bangkok, Thailand

  Tang Siew Mun
  Head, ASEAN Studies Centre, Singapore

  Kavi Chongkittavorn
  Columnist, The Nation and Senior Fellow, 

Institute of Strategic and International 
Studies, Bangkok, Thailand

PROGRAMME
17-18 February 2017
Erawan 1 & 2 / The Courtyard by Marriott Hotel
Bangkok, Thailand

  Jenina Joy Chavez
  Coordinator, Industrial Policy Team, Action for 

Economic Reforms, Manila, Philippines

Description: ASEAN turns 50 this year, 
under the chairmanship of the Philippines. 
Discussants will look at ASEAN’s journey 
over the years, ASEAN centrality, its 
uniqueness and contributions to regional 
security and multilateralism. Can ASEAN 
keep its oneness despite challenges to 
it? What is its role and relevance in the 
future?

 1430 to 1500 Coffee break

 1500 to 1630 PANEL DISCUSSION 1
Moderator: Luz Rimban

  THROWBACK: ASEAN’S FIRST 
YEAR AS A COMMUNITY

 1500 to 1510 Prapat Thepchatree
  Director, Centre for ASEAN Studies,

Thammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand

 1510 to 1520 Suthad Setboonsarng
  Director, BANPU; former trade representative 

for Thailand and former deputy
secretary-general, ASEAN, Bangkok, Thailand

 1520 to 1540 Brahm Press
  Executive Director, MAP Foundation,

Chiang Mai, Thailand

 1540 to 1550 Myo Thant
  Chief Economist, Parami Roundtable Group, 

Yangon, Myanmar

 1550 to 1630 Discussion

Description: A year after its birth, where 
is the ASEAN Community? What are 
some of its concrete milestones over the 
past year, and shortfalls? How much of 
the Community blueprints have member 
states carried out and why? How is 
ASEAN narrowing the development gap 
among its members? This session will look 
at the process of ASEAN’s metamorphosis 
from a state-led organisation into a 
community.

DAY TWO – 18 FEBRUARY

  0900 to 1030 PANEL DISCUSSION 2
Moderator: Luz Rimban

  CONNECTING THE 
COMMUNITY

 0900 to 0910 Seree Nonthasoot
  Representative of Thailand to the ASEAN 

Intergovernmental Commission on Human 
Rights, Bangkok, Thailand

 0910 to 0920 Betty Yolanda
  Director, FORUM-ASIA, Bangkok, Thailand

 0920 to 0930 Saman Zia-Zafi ri
  Regional Director, International Commission 

of Jurists, Bangkok, Thailand
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 0930 to 0940 Huy Vannak
  Deputy General Manager, Cambodia News 

Channel, Phnom Penh, Cambodia

 0940 to 1030 Discussion

Description: Connectivity is a big word in 
ASEANspeak. But beyond ASEAN’s offi cial 
defi nition of connectivity, what are the 
linkages that make a group of nation-states 
become a real community, when ASEAN’s 
10 member countries are so different and 
quite possessive of national sovereignty 
yet say they feel like family? Their political 
systems, including media cultures, run the 
spectrum, and territorial disputes persist. 
Issues of ethnicity and religion, stereotypes 
and historical enmity exist and raise 
tensions from time to time, but ASEAN 
societies are not always ready to talk 
about them openly. How much of a real 
community is ASEAN?

 1030 to 1050 Coffee Break

 1050 to 1220 PANEL DISCUSSION 3
Moderator: Johanna Son

  WATERS OF TENSION:
THE SOUTH CHINA SEA AND 
ASEAN

 1050 to 1055 Video clip on the Philippines and the 
South China Sea in 2017 with
Enrique Manalo

  Undersecretary,
Department of Foreign Affairs, Philippines

 1055 to 1110 Kitti Prasirtsuk
  Director, Institute of East Asian Studies, 

Thammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand

 1110 to 1125 Tang Siew Mun
  Head, ASEAN Studies Center, Singapore

 1125 to 1220 Discussion

  Description: The South China Sea 
disputes have existed for decades, but 
have stayed in the news in recent years 
due to the involvement of China and 
the United States. Issues ranging from 
marine resources, the UN Convention 
on the Law of the Sea, and the security 
of international sealanes swirl around 
the South China Sea issue. They pose 
questions to ASEAN - How far can 
it stand by its own documents and 
instruments for easing tensions? Can it 
hedge off attempts to deal with China 
bilaterally? Can ASEAN be of any use to 
ASEAN-member claimants when it comes 
to China?

 1220 to 1330 Lunch

 1330 to 1515 TALK SHOW 2
Host: Veronica Pedrosa

  EDITORS’ PANEL: TELLING
THE ASEAN STORY

  Huy Vannak
  Deputy General Manager, Cambodia News 

Channel, Phnom Penh, Cambodia

  Nguyen Thanh Liem
  Managing Editor, Tuoi Tre News,

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam

  Luz Rimban
  Executive Director, Asian Centre for 

Journalism at the Ateneo de
Manila University and Trustee, Vera Files

  Manila, Philippines

  Umesh Pandey
  Editor, Bangkok Post, Bangkok, Thailand

Description: ASEAN is often seen as a 
dry, faceless and event-bound story, but 
the ASEAN story is here to stay. Editors 
will look into how media outlets cover 
ASEAN, the fate of ASEAN-focused media 
products ranging from TV programmes to 
news sections, and ways to report better 
– and in a more interesting way – about 
it. Is an ASEAN story a foreign or local 
one? Do newsrooms put money, precious 
media space, time and training skills into it? 
Do ASEAN stories sell?

 1515 to 1545 Coffee break

 1545 to 1615 CLOSING SESSION
Moderator: Johanna Son

  Elaine Tan
  Executive Director, ASEAN Foundation,

Jakarta, Indonesia

  Yasmin Mapua Tang
  Executive Director, Probe Media Foundation Inc, 

Manila, Philippines
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‘REPORTING ASEAN’ SPEAKERS AND MODERATORS

A K P MOCHTAN is deputy secretary-general of ASEAN for 
community and corporate affairs. He fi rst served in this post in 2013 
and was re-appointed in 2016 until 2019. He provides strategic 
direction and guidance on research, public affairs and outreach 
programmes for the ASEAN Community. He is also responsible for 
the implementation of corporate support functions, including core 
corporate services and ensuring clear prioritisation and alignment to 
overall policy objectives.

BETTY YOLANDA is a human rights lawyer with more than 12 
years’ professional experience in rule of law and human rights 
programming. She is one of the Directors of the Asian Forum on 
Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA), a membership-
based organisation working on human rights and development issues 
with 58 member organisations in 19 Asian countries. A Chevening 
scholar, she holds a bachelor’s degree in international law from the 
Catholic University of Atma Jaya in Jakarta, and an LlM degree in 
international human rights law from the University of Essex, United 
Kingdom.

BRAHM PRESS is executive director of MAP Foundation in Chiang 
Mai, Thailand. Brahm has 18 years of experience promoting migrants’ 
rights and health at the national, regional and international levels. 
He was part of the Global Fund HIV prevention project under Raks 
Thai Foundation and has led the advocacy efforts of CARAM Asia 
on migrants’ health rights. He is co-chair of the Joint UN Initiative on 
Migration, Health and HIV in Asia and a steering committee member 
of the Mekong Migration Network, which promotes the integration 
of migrants.

ELAINE TAN has been executive director of the ASEAN Foundation 
since 2014. Having worked in the inter-governmental and in the 
non-governmental sectors for more than 20 years, she brings with 
her valuable experiences in partnership development, resource 
mobilisation, programme and organisational development. Before 
joining the ASEAN Foundation, Elaine was programme director at 
Yayasan Sejahtera in Malaysia and before that, country programme 
manager of UNIFEM in Cambodia and Timor-Leste. From 2005-2007, 
she was with the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta, Indonesia. Elaine 
received a Chevening scholarship to obtain her MA in development 
studies from the University of Leeds UK. She is an alumnae of Smith 
College, United States.

HUY VANNAK is deputy general manager and news director to 
Cambodian News Channel, a privately owned 24-hour news network 
in Cambodia. Prior to joining CNC, Huy worked in magazines, 
radio and television, where led strategic planning for media and 
communications. He is also president of the newly established Union 
of Journalist Federations of Cambodia. An author of two books on 
Cambodian modern history, he fi nished Khmer Literature from the 
Royal University of Phnom Penh and has an MA in global affairs from 
Rutgers University, United States.

JENINA JOY CHAVEZ is founding trustee, and coordinator of the 
industrial policy unit of Action for Economic Reforms, an activist policy 
group working on macroeconomic and governance issues in Manila. 
She focuses on the political economy of industrial policy, the link 
between economic policymaking and public health, and regional social 
policy. Before joining Action for Economic Reforms, she was senior 
associate and Philippine programme coordinator of the Bangkok-
based Focus on the Global South.

JAKKRIT SRIVALI is director-general of the Department of ASEAN 
Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand. With more than 
two decades with the foreign service, Jakkrit has held postings in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia and the United Nations in New York, where he was 
deputy permanent representative from 2009-2013. He has also been 
deputy director-general of the information department and deputy 
spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He holds an MA in 
political science from the University of California, Los Angeles and is a 
PhD candidate in international relations at the University of Southern 
California.

JOHANNA SON is the Bangkok-based founder and editor of the 
Reporting ASEAN media programme, whose second phase is hosted 
by Probe Media Foundation Inc. A former regional director and editor 
for Inter Press Service Asia-Pacifi c news, where she worked for 22 
years and started Reporting ASEAN, she follows regional affairs, has 
covered ASEAN and designs media programmes on capacity-building 
and analytical reporting. She contributes analyses to the ‘Bangkok 
Post’, Rappler and other media outlets. She has edited 15 books – 
including eight books featuring the work of journalists from Mekong 
countries, ASEAN and the larger Asia. The Philippine winner of the 
1992 Citibank Pan-Asia Journalism Award, she has led multi-cultural 
teams of journalists to produce newspapers around the World Social 
Fora and other conferences.

KAVI CHONGKITTAVORN is a senior fellow at the Institute of 
Security and International Studies at Chulalongkorn University, Thailand. 
A journalist for three decades, he is a columnist on regional affairs at 
the English-language daily ‘The Nation’. Kavi has served as editor, and 
reporter for several news organisations in Thailand, Cambodia, and 
Vietnam. Kavi was also chair of the Bangkok-based Southeast Asian 
Press Alliance.

KITTI PRASIRTSUK is director of the Institute of East Asian Studies 
of Thammasat University. He also teaches international relations at 
its faculty of political science. He sits on the strategy committee of 
Thailand’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Defense. Kitti is also 
on the advisory committee of the Asia Centre of the Japan Foundation. 
His current area of research explores soft power in East Asia. He has 
written on US-Thailand relations, and Japan-ASEAN linkages. Kitti 
obtained his Ph D from the University of California, Berkeley. He also 
holds an MA from Keio University in Tokyo, Japan.

LUZ RIMBAN is executive director of the Asian Centre for Journalism 
at the Ateneo de Manila University. She is also one of six women 
journalists who founded VERA Files, an online news site that publishes 
news, features, and in-depth reports in the Philippines. A journalist for 
30 years, Luz has taught at the University of the Philippines and the 
Ateneo de Manila University, and has worked with media organisations 
such as GMA Channel 7, Channel 5 and the Philippine Centre for 
Investigative Journalism. She was recently supervising producer of 
ABS-CBN News Channel’s ‘The World Tonight’, the longest-running 
newscast in the Philippines.

MARIE-LOUISE HANNAN is Canada’s ambassador to ASEAN. Prior 
to her appointment, she was consul and senior trade commissioner 
at the Canadian consulate general in Sydney, Australia (2013–2016). 
She joined the Canadian Foreign Service in 1997 and has represented 
Canada on postings to Malaysia, Taiwan and the United States, as well 
as during assignments to China and India. In Ottawa, Marie-Louise 
has worked on the China desk, among others. She studied Chinese 
at National Taiwan Normal University and is fl uent in Mandarin.
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MARY JO BERNARDO-ARAGON is the Philippines’ ambassador to 
the Kingdom of Thailand. A career diplomat who joined the foreign 
service in 1979, she was previously consul general in Los Angeles, 
United States. She has also served in various capacities at the Philippine 
mission in the United Nations in New York and the Philippine embassy 
in Belgium. She has a BA in political science from Schiller College in 
Bönnigheim, Germany and London, United Kingdom, and a diploma in 
international relations from the University of London.

MYO THANT is chief economist of the Parami Roundtable Group, 
which focuses exclusively on regional cooperation issues. He 
established the think tank in 2012, after a 27-year career with the 
Asian Development Bank in Manila. He was educated at the Institute 
of Economics and New York University. Prior to joining the bank, he 
worked at the UN and the private sector in New York. At the Asian 
Development Bank, he pioneered regional economic cooperation, in 
particular the development of growth triangles and economic corridors. 
He has written extensively on regional economic cooperation, health 
economics and transitional economies.

NGUYEN THANH LIEM is managing editor of tuoitrenews.vn, the 
English online portal of Tuoi Tre (Youth) Newspaper, since 2010. He 
served as editor for the world desk of the same paper in 2002. Liem 
has been a journalist since 1992.

PRAPAT THEPCHATREE is director of Thammasat University’s Centre 
for ASEAN Studies in Bangkok, Thailand. He is also an associate professor 
for its faculty of political science, where he used to be associate dean 
for research and development. Prior to joining Thammasat University, 
Prapat worked at Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where he held 
various posts such as counsellor for the East Asian Affairs department 
and second secretary in the ASEAN department. He received his PhD 
in political science from the University of Georgia and MA in political 
science from Ohio University in the United States.

SAMAN ZIA-ZARIFI is regional director for Asia-Pacifi c of the 
International Commission of Jurists based in Bangkok, Thailand. He 
served as Amnesty International’s director for Asia and the Pacifi c from 
2008 to 2012. Previously, he was deputy director of the Asia division 
at Human Rights Watch. He was senior research fellow at Erasmus 
University, Rotterdam from 1997 to 2000. Born and raised in Tehran, 
he received a BA from Cornell University in 1990 and an LlM in public 
international law from the New York University School of Law in 1997.

SEREE NONTHASOOT is Thailand’s representative to ASEAN 
Inter-governmental Commission on Human Rights. An expert on 
international law, he is currently legal counsel to the State Enterprise 
Policy Offi ce of Thailand’s Ministry of Finance. Seree, who holds a PhD 
in law, is a member of the law faculty at Chulalongkorn University.

SUTHAD SETBOORNSARNG is an economist and expert in 
international trade. He is a member of the board of Banpu PLC, 
one of the largest private energy companies in Thailand. A former 
trade representative for Thailand, he used to be deputy secretary-
general at the ASEAN secretariat in Jakarta, Indonesia. An economics 
graduate from Thammasat University, Suthad has an MA in agricultural 
economics from the University of Hawaii and a PhD in economics 
from the same university under a scholarship from the East-West 
Centre.

TANG SIEW MUN is head of the ASEAN Studies Centre and senior 
fellow at the Regional Strategic and Political Studies programme at 
the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute in Singapore. His primary research 
interests are Asian security, ASEAN’s relations with the major 
powers and Japanese foreign policy. Prior to joining ISEAS, he was 
director for Foreign Policy and Security Studies at the Institute of 
Strategic and International Studies Malaysia and senior lecturer at 
the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. Tang holds a PhD in political 
science from Arizona State University, MA in war studies from King’s 
College London and MA in international studies from the Claremont 
Graduate University.

TONY FERNANDES is one the co-founders of AirAsia, the region’s 
fi rst low-cost airline. Fernandes took over the debt-ridden airline and 
expanded AirAsia’s operation from Malaysia to fi ve other countries, 
serving more than 250 routes to 120 destinations across the Asia-
Pacifi c. In February 2016, the US-ASEAN Business Council gave 
Fernandes the Fourth Pillar Award for his contribution to the growth 
of ASEAN. In October, Fernandes was named Airline Chief Executive 
Offi cer of the Year by the CAPA Centre for Aviation for successfully 
steering AirAsia to increased profi tability. Fernandes also won the 
2016 Ernst & Young’s ASEAN Entrepreneurial Excellence Award.

UMESH PANDEY is editor of the ‘Bangkok Post’ newspaper. In media 
since 1996, he fi rst worked as an assistant analyst in the fi nancial 
sector, but his passion was always journalism. Umesh started his career 
at the ‘Post’, but later joined Reuters as Thailand- based correspondent 
and the ‘Wall Street Journal’ as Bangkok-based correspondent. He later 
joined ‘Business Day’ as deputy editor. He moved back to the ‘Post’ as 
founding editor for Asia Focus in 2005, a section that was put in place 
to tap Asia’s as the ASEAN Economic Community was being formed.

VERONICA PEDROSA is an award-winning journalist and presenter 
based in Bangkok. She is part of the original team that launched Al 
Jazeera English, having previously worked for CNN International, 
BBC World and the BBC World Service. In her 20-year career in 
international journalism, Veronica has worked in the United States, 
Europe, the Middle East, as well in Asia – Hong Kong, Malaysia, the 
Philippines. Born in the Philippines, she grew up in London and was 
educated at Cambridge University.

YASMIN MAPUA-TANG is executive director of Probe Media 
Foundation Inc, trains aspiring and professional media practitioners 
in the Philippines and Southeast Asia. She has more than 15 years’ 
experience in designing and implementing media fellowships and 
capacity building programmes in the region. After starting out as a 
reporter in 1995 for a television sports and lifestyle programme, she 
was supervisor, writer, editor and director for an award-winning news 
and feature television show focusing on children and youth.
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ASEAN. Journalists and editors might 

love it, hate it – or fl ee from covering it. 

But it is around to stay, so we might as well 

know the beast better, so to speak.

Here are some tips for framing and 

reporting ASEAN issues - and enjoying the 

storytelling too.

1 Redefi ne what ‘ASEAN news’ is.

ASEAN summitry is a magnet for media 

coverage, but it is only one facet of the story. 

In a sense, summits are the easiest events to 

cover – one wonders how useful it is to be 

locked in the media room anyway, to watch 

a summit on close-circuit TV within the same 

meeting venue.

Look beyond ASEAN events around high-

profi le summits, (mostly) men in suits, and 

state pronouncements. While summit-shaped 

stories that look into how declarations are 

decided, what language was changed, pushed 

or objected to, say a lot, the story is not 

complete because the impact of ASEAN’s 

decisions is to be seen and felt outside the 

airconditioned summit venues. Frame a 

story by asking what our audiences need to 

know and investigate from there, instead of 

getting stuck only in what the heads of state 

and ministers said. ASEAN is often faulted 

for being a talkshop – but could this also 

be because media themselves take the easy 

way and cover, judge ASEAN only by its 

declarations and do not go beyond the summit 

corridors to cover these from the ground?

2 Whose ASEAN?

This isn’t a rhetorical question, but a 

news one. Perspective is everything. But 

ASEAN stories are dominated by the voices 

of heads of states, ministers or diplomats, 

and at times, think tanks and civil society, but 

lack those of citizens affected by ASEAN’s 

policies or decisions. Talking to other sources, 

such as business people and others affected 

by ASEAN’s work, makes it a multi-sourced 

stor y and gives it a human face – and 

helps hold ASEAN and its member states 

accountable at the everyday-life level. If 

ASEAN’s ultimate goal is the improvement 

of its citizens’ lives, we should hear from 

those who are meant to reap the dividends 

of integration. Editorially, they are often a 

missing link in stories.

Tips for Surviving (and Enjoying) 

Reporting about ASEAN

3 ASEAN-related stories aren’t only 

for foreign-policy junkies.

As ASEAN car r ies out its regional 

integration experiment, it is no longer just 

a foreign-policy story that falls neatly into 

the ambit of the foreign offi ce beat. Because 

the ASEAN Community touches on the 

political, security and socio-cultural spheres, 

it is fair game for journalists in other beats 

as well. It can be a labour rights story, a 

culture story, a political story, or a mix of 

several angles. Regional ASEAN issues easily 

cross the traditional division of news in 

newsrooms, and require a broader-viewed 

news approach.

4 Break ASEAN down.

As a news topic, it is not possible or 

pragmatic to cover all of ASEAN or the 

ASEAN Community, or any of its three pillars, 

in one go. So collapse ASEAN’s work or 

declarations and action plans into digestible 

chunks by taking time to research and narrow 

the angle down to a story you can dig into 

instead of an over-arching topic.

5 Avoid getting swallowed by the 

news pack.

The bustle of events at ASEAN ministerial 

meetings and summits has a way of making 

journalists feel they are being scooped if 

they don’t go to every briefi ng or aren’t 

part of as many ambush interviews. Some 

of the information and soundbytes from 

these will indeed be very useful, but get 

back to the centre of your journalistic being, 

stay focused and grounded in the angles 

you came to develop. Step back from the 

din of soundbytes and examine what’s 

different, what changed from the past, what 

disappeared or was added onto an ASEAN 

document, or identify what could be a story 

to follow up after summits.

6 Translate ASEANspeak.

Media stories bridge policy and everyday 

lives. The most effective ones relating to 

ASEAN and foreign policy are able to translate 

diplomatese and big concepts into everyday 

language that is equally accurate and faithful 

to their nuances. Develop this skill to not only 

relay to your audience what others said, but to 

provide perspective and explain critically the 

reasons and implications of an ASEAN-related 

issue, ASEAN ways of working and processes. 

And no, producing stories peppered with 

alphabet soups of acronyms, which ASEAN 

has a penchant for, do not impress.

7 Know what ASEAN is - and isn’t.

Junk the misperceptions about  ASEAN

that have led many a journalist astray. ASEAN 

is an association and grouping of nation-

states. Thus, it cannot be different from 

the governments that comprise it. It is not 

supragovernmental; it is not an Asian United 

Nations and does not pass judgement or rate 

member states. From its creation, and with 

the ASEAN Charter that entered into force 

in 2008, ASEAN was not meant to formally 

settle inter-country disputes. Beware the 

pitfall of holding ASEAN up to a “role” it was 

not meant to do and then criticising it for its 

‘failure’ in that area.

8 Don’t rely on the ASEAN bureaucracy 

for your story.

It is not second nature to the ASEAN 

bureaucracy and member states, even their 

public affairs offi ces, to tell journalists what 

they want or need to know to relay to their 

publics. They might not even say much even if 

you wanted to give them space. This mentality 

is part of why the ASEAN secretariat does 

not have a spokesperson, and will never have 

one. So while ASEAN may be a source of 

information – and sometimes quite needed – 

develop other sources like those in ministries 

apart from the foreign offi ce, researchers and 

think tanks, statistical centers,

9 Read, read, and read.

A journalist needs to know something 

well enough to tell a story about it, and the 

same goes for ASEAN issues. Learn how to 

read and interpret ASEAN documents – yes, 

even those ASEAN Community blueprints, so 

you can identify your concrete story angles. 

With this degree of confi dence comes the 

ability to pick up the scent of a story and a 

fresh angle, ask better questions and generate 

sound analyses. Covering ASEAN is an 

investment over time, instead of from a few 

ASEAN meetings and documents.

Johanna Son
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