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I. BACKGROUND

A.  MANDATE FOR ASEAN COOPERATION ON IMMIGRATION MATTERS

In the era of globalization, ASEAN is moving towards closer economic integration where greater intra-ASEAN economic cooperation and a free flow of people, goods and services are anticipated. With the expansion of ASEAN there is also a greater need to ensure that there is balanced development between the old and new Member Countries. In order to achieve these goals, there is a necessity for all ASEAN bodies to work together in supporting and facilitating regional initiatives in the various sectors. In this regard, the 5th ASEAN Summit in 1995 in Bangkok identified immigration as an area where cooperation could be further strengthened to support ASEAN economic cooperation. The ASEAN Heads of Government and State initiated the convening of a consultative meeting of the ASEAN Heads of Immigration for the first time to focus on the simplification of immigration procedures to further strengthen economic cooperation.

The ASEAN Vision 2020 adopted by the ASEAN Heads of Government and States at their 2nd ASEAN Informal Summit in Malaysia in 1997 set out a broad vision for ASEAN to the year 2020 as a community of Southeast Asian Nations, outward looking, living in peace, stability and prosperity, bonded together in partnership in dynamic development and in a community of caring societies. In the economic arena, it called for a partnership in dynamic development aimed at forging closer economic integration with ASEAN for sustainable and equitable growth and the creation of a highly competitive ASEAN Economic Region where there would be a free flow of goods, services and investment and capital. In the social field, the development of a cohesive and caring ASEAN society based on agreed rules of behaviour and cooperative measures to tackle regional problems such as trafficking in women and children and other transnational crime was emphasized. A drug free Southeast Asia by 2020 was also mentioned.

With the financial crisis sweeping the region in July 1997, the attainment of the Vision seemed uncertain. ASEAN was not only confronted by the need to chart out the roadmap towards realizing the long term ASEAN Vision 2020, but to address the challenges posed by the crisis, which called for immediate measures to restore macro-economic stability, enhance economic recovery, promote growth and reform the international financial architecture. Against this backdrop, the ASEAN Heads of Government/State adopted a six-year plan of action known as the Ha Noi Plan of Action (HPA), and a shorter-term package of bold measures to address the financial crisis at the 6th ASEAN Summit in 1998 in Viet Nam. These plans of action set the foundation for ASEAN’s long-term regional stability and prosperity as it entered the new millennium. Most importantly, it represented the resolve of the ASEAN Heads of Government/State to look beyond the immediate economic and financial challenges and to strive to regain the momentum of growth and prosperity in the region. This also set the stage for closer integration among the ASEAN Member Countries.

The HPA is the blue print of a series of plans of action towards the realization of the goals set out in the ASEAN Vision 2020 and serves as a strong impetus to ASEAN’s collaboration in the political, economic and functional areas, which have been the three main pillars of the regional cooperation in ASEAN. The HPA contained a number of measures which relates to the area of immigration cooperation:

i. Accelerate the freer flow of skilled labour and professionals in the region;

ii. Encourage the establishment of ASEAN Lane for facilitating intra-ASEAN travel;

iii. Develop the Trans-ASEAN Transportation Network by the year 2000 as the trunk-line or main corridor for the movement of goods and people in ASEAN consisting of major road (interstate highway) and railway networks, principal ports and sea-lanes for maritime traffic, inland waterway transport and major civil aviation links;

iv. Strengthen ASEAN collaboration in combating the trafficking in, and crimes of violence against, women and children;

v. Strengthen regional capacity to address transnational crime.

The Ha Noi Declaration adopted at the 6th ASEAN Summit also reinforced ASEAN’s aim to intensify individual and collective efforts to address transnational crimes such as drug trafficking, money laundering, terrorism, piracy, arms smuggling and trafficking in persons.

The Immigration authorities in the ASEAN Member Countries also acknowledged the need for closer cooperation to implement region-wide initiatives such as the ASEAN Lanes at the international airports of Member Countries; visa-free entry for all ASEAN nationals; use of smart cards as travel documents within the region; harmonization of ASEAN Immigration embarkation and disembarkation cards; and facilitation of movement of yachts, leisure boats and private aircraft within ASEAN.

In light of the need to support the goals of the Vision 2020 and the HPA initiatives and to forge greater cooperation and networking among the ASEAN immigration authorities to undertake the above tasks, the 3rd Meeting of the ASEAN Directors-General of Immigration Departments and Heads of Consular Affairs Divisions of the ASEAN Ministries of Foreign Affairs (DGICM), held on 13-14 December 1999 in Yangon, agreed to establish a High Level Ad-hoc Experts Group Meeting on Immigration Matters (EGIM) to carry out the following:

i. Establish an institutional framework for ASEAN cooperation on immigration matters so that ASEAN immigration authorities could respond effectively to the needs and aspirations of ASEAN;

ii. Develop a Plan of Action for Cooperation on Immigration Matters to maximize the benefits of regional cooperation on immigration matters and to assist in supporting ASEAN endeavours outlined in the ASEAN Vision 2020 and the Ha Noi Plan of Action; and

iii. Establish an ASEEAN Directory of Immigration Focal Points to facilitate networking among the immigration authorities in ASEAN, especially in the area of enforcement.

The 3rd DGICM has acknowledged the role of the ASEAN Secretariat in facilitating cooperation on immigration matters and in coordinating its initiatives and activities with ASEAN bodies as well as in mobilizing resources from ASEAN’s external partners for its activities.

B.  OTHER SIGNIFICANT DEVELOPMENTS

The ASEAN Foreign Ministers have welcomed the decision of the ASEAN Heads of Government and State to accelerate the implementation of the ASEAN Free Trade Area and the ASEAN Investment Area and noted that it reflects the strong commitment of Member Countries to regional economic cooperation. They reiterated their support for ASEAN’s fight against transnational crime and called for greater collaboration with the UN, regional and international organizations and other organizations to combat such crime. They also signed at the 32nd ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM) in July 1999 in Singapore, the Joint Declaration for a Drug-Free ASEAN affirming ASEAN’s commitment to eradicate the production, processing, traffic and use of illicit drugs in Southeast Asia by the year 2020.

The ASEAN Ministers of Interior and Home Affairs adopted the ASEAN Declaration on Transnational Crime in December 1997. The 2nd Meeting of the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Transnational Crime (AMMTC) adopted the ASEAN Plan of Action to Combat Transnational Crime in June 1999 with the aim to implement the Declaration by strengthening regional commitment and capacity to fight transnational crime. An institutional framework was incorporated in the plan, including the establishment a senior officials meeting, to assist the AMMTC to better direct and coordinate regional efforts in dealing with transnational crime. The framework included the following, which are pertinent to the ASEAN immigration authorities:

i. Strengthen institutional linkages with the various ASEAN mechanisms involved in combating transnational crime, particularly the ASEAN Finance Ministers Meeting, ASEAN Finance Officials Meeting, ASEAN Senior Officials on Drug Matters (ASOD), Directors-General and Heads of Consular Divisions of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs (DGICM) and the ASEAN Chief of National Police (ASEANAPOL);

ii. The AMMTC shall approve the reports of the Senior Officials Meeting on Transnational Crime (SOMTC) and reports of ASOD Meetings, ASEANAPOL Conferences, ASEAN Directors-General of Customs and ASEAN Directors-General of Immigration Departments and Heads of Consular Divisions of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs (DGICM) on matters pertaining to transnational crime; and

iii. The SOMTC shall promote cooperation and coordination with other ASEAN bodies dealing with transnational crime such as ASOD, ASEANAPOL, ASEAN Directors-General of Customs and the ASEAN Directors-General of Immigration Departments and Heads of Consular Divisions of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs.

In light of the urgency to implement the Plan of Action, the Ministers directed the senior officials to develop a work programme to carry out the Plan of Action. The establishment of the ASEAN Centre for Combating Transnational Crime (ACTC) was also agreed in principle. A working group meeting was convened to finalize the full report for the operationalization of the ACTC. The working group also developed a draft agreement for the establishment of the ACTC, which is being considered by the Member Countries. 

II. OBJECTIVES

A. GENERAL OBJECTIVES

The overall objective of the ASEAN Plan of Action on Immigration Matters is to forge and strengthen immigration cooperation with a view to establish an effective network to promote the modernization of immigration facilities, systems and operations; upgrade human resources capabilities and capacities of immigration officials to support the economic aspirations of ASEAN; and support in combating transnational crime.

 The Plan of Action further aims to enhance and streamline region-wide immigration procedures to facilitate intra-ASEAN commerce, tourism and travel.

B. SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES

 The specific objectives of the Plan of Action are:

1. To develop a strong network among immigration authorities in ASEAN to promote and facilitate economic cooperation and combat transnational crime, especially trafficking in persons;

2. To foster regional cooperation aimed at modernizing immigration systems, operations, facilities and human resource development;

3. To strengthen regional capacities and capabilities through effective networking and cooperation to facilitate intra-ASEAN economic cooperation, especially in the areas of intra-ASEAN commerce, tourism and travel;

4. To cooperate amongst Member Countries in the movement of labour, both skilled and unskilled;

5. To upgrade human resource development capabilities through training for immigration officials towards the evolution of common ASEAN procedures and practices; and

6. To collaborate with other immigration authorities, ASEAN Dialogue Partners, the relevant UN agencies, regional and international organizations.

 III. PROGRAMME OF ACTION

In order to achieve the general and specific objectives, ASEAN Member Countries are encouraged to:

A. PROMOTE AND FACILITATE ASEAN INITIATIVES

a. Support the implementation of the ASEAN Investment Area (AIA) by facilitating the freer movement of skilled labour and professionals across borders;

b. Promoting regional identity by establishing the ASEAN Lane in the region’s international airports, which would support the Visit ASEAN Millennium Year 2000 campaign;

c. Promote intra-ASEAN business and tourism amongst ASEAN nationals through the implementation of visa-exemption travel within the ASEAN Member Countries;

d. Further develop, promote and establish the use of smart cards for convenient movement within ASEAN boundaries; and

e. Facilitate the movements of yachts, leisure boats and private aircraft within the region leading towards greater intra-ASEAN tourism.

 B. INFORMATION EXCHANGE

a. Promote and facilitate the exchange of information on immigration matters, such as systems, operations and on matters relating to irregular migration, trafficking in persons and other transnational crimes;

b. Develop a Directory of Immigration Focal Points to establish a network among the immigration authorities in ASEAN, especially in the area of law enforcement; and 

c. Promote the regular visits of the Directors-General of Immigration and other senior immigration officials to ASEAN Countries to better understand the systems, operations and procedures. 

C. LEGAL AND LAW ENFORCEMENT MATTERS

a. Work towards the harmonization of relevant national policies on immigration matters among ASEAN Member Countries;

b. Coordinate with the ASEAN Senior Law Officials Meeting on the implementation of the ASEAN Legal Information Network System; and

c. Strengthen the mechanisms for effective protection of the integrity of travel documents, permits and government control of the ingress/egress of people. 

D. TRAINING

a. Develop regional training programme and conduct regular seminars to enhance existing capabilities and capacities of immigration officials and authorities;

b. Exchange “best practices” of relevant institutions in ASEAN Member Countries involved in immigration activities; and

c. Seek assistance from developed countries and private companies providing immigration facilities in the use of advanced technology and practices on immigration matters.

 E. INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY-BUILDING

a. Rationalize the institutional framework of ASEAN cooperation on immigration matters by making the DGICM the highest policy-and decision-making body, with the supervisory role and consultative relations with relevant ASEAN institutions; and

b. Strengthen institutional linkages with the various ASEAN mechanisms involved in immigration activities, particularly the ASEA Senior Officials Meeting on Transnational Crime, ASEAN Senior Officials on Drug Matters, ASEAN Chiefs of National Police, ASEAN Finance Officials Meeting, ASEAN Directors-General of Customs, and ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Tourism. 

F. EXTRA-REGIONAL COOPERATION

a. Seek technical assistance from ASEAN Dialogue Partners and relevant specialized agencies of the United Nations and other international organizations, particularly with regard to training;

b. Enhance information exchange with ASEAN Dialogue Partners, regional organizations, relevant specialized agencies of the United Nations and other international organizations, particularly towards the sharing of critical information on the identities, movement and activities of criminal organizations involved in trafficking  in persons;

c. Gain the support of the international community for ASEAN initiative on immigration and relevant matters through the participation of ASEAN Member Countries and the ASEAN Secretariat in relevant international conferences; and

d. Establish working relationship with immigration officials from other more developed countries using advanced immigration systems to ensure ASEAN immigration authorities to promote awareness of latest developments on immigration matters. 

IV. FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS

To implement priority projects under the ASEAN Plan of Action for Cooperation on Immigration matters, the DGICM, through the ASEAN Secretariat, shall:

1. Secure funding support for ASEAN programmes and projects to be implemented on a cost-sharing basis; and

2. Develop resource mobilization plans in order to obtain funding from ASEAN Dialogue Partners, international funding agencies and other sources.
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