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Abstract________________________________________________________________

Multi-track diplomacy or multi-track approach is believed to be the solution in 

peacebuilding  and  peacekeeping  process.  This  approach  is  widely  adopted  by  many 

parties, includes Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). In struggling for a  

2015 single community, ASEAN has been aware that this approach needs applying in the  

region. However, the fact that there are still many negative perceptions toward ASEAN 

seems nothing to do with the application of multi-track approach in the region.  This  

essay  might  help  to  provide  the  view  of  the  deficiency  of  multi-track  approach 

application in ASEAN and perhaps provide the view of what ASEAN is supposed to do to  

move forward towards 2015 single community.
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Introduction

Multi-track diplomacy or multi-track approach is a concept developed by Louise 

Diamond and John McDonald. In 1992, they established the Institute  for Multi-Track 

Diplomacy (IMTD) to fulfill their own recommendations for establishing institutions that 

can  take  a  systemic  view  of  peacebuilding  and  conflict  resolution.  In  1982,  Joseph 

Montville has actually developed the concept of track one or formal track (government) 

and track two or informal track (nongovernment). Then, McDonald developed those two 

tracks  approach  became  five  new  tracks.  In  1991,  along  with  Louise  Diamond,  he 

developed those five tracks became nine tracks. Those nine tracks are: government (track 

1); professional (track 2); business (track 3); private citizen (track 4); research, training 

and education (track 5); activism (track 6); religion (track 7); funding (track 8) and media 

or public opinion (track 9). 
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Figure 11

Diamond and McDonald also call multi-track approach as a compass approach 

based on the shape of its diagram. It also means that multi-track approach tries to replace 

previous hierarchical approach.2 In multi-track approach, each track occupies a unique 

position in the diagram, yet they are all connected by the outer circle and at the center. 

Track nine is represented by the inner circle and links all the tracks together through its 

function, communication.3 Although each track has its own function, yet somehow they 

are sufficiently related to, and interactive with, one another. Diamond and McDonald said 

that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts to point out that multi-track approach 

should be applied as a whole. Frances Lai stated that no one track, by itself, can build a 

peace process that will last. 

The Application of Multi-Track Approach in ASEAN

As a regional organization, Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is 

required to deal with many problems take place in Southeast Asia. In 1967, ASEAN was 

established to avoid the bad impact of great power rivalry in the Cold War era and to 

prevent further open conflict among its members. Just keep in mind that Indonesia has 
1 <http://imtd.org/cgi-bin/imtd.cgi?page=logo>     accessed on April 4, 2008
2 Hierarchical approach means that there is a big different between government and nongovernment in 
which government is omnipotent. 
3 Diamond Louise and John McDonald. 1996. Multi-Track Diplomacy: A System Approach to Peace, 3rd 

edition. Connecticut: Kumarian Press. page 14.
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previously  engaged  in  confrontation  against  Malaysia  in  1957.  ASEAN  member 

countries  believed  that  cooperation  could  reduce  conflict  between them at  that  time. 

Recently, the problems faced by ASEAN are quiet different than the problems it faced in 

the establishment years. Conflicts caused by ideology confrontation are now shifted to 

the conflicts caused by transboundary issues, such as haze pollution, human trafficking, 

drugs smuggling, energy scarcity and terrorism. Undoubtedly, these issues will directly 

affect society’s life than the ideological conflict took place in the preceding years. In case 

of human trafficking, drugs smuggling and terrorism, most of the doers and the victims 

are the society themselves.

However,  since its  establishment  in 1967, ASEAN has shown little  interest  in 

facilitating the participation of civil society in its decision making process. ASEAN is 

well-known for its elitist tendencies, and for how few of its policies correspond to the 

needs  of  Southeast  Asian  people.4 Most  of  ASEAN  meetings  are  perceived  to  be 

governmental  meetings  which  ignore  the  voices  of  society.  Due to  its  exclusiveness, 

many criticisms are pointed out to ASEAN by many parties.

Then,  ASEAN  has  tried  to  prominently  involve  nongovernmental  actors  by 

adopting multi-track approach since 1990s. ASEAN has involved business communities 

in running the relationship among its member states. It has well-trained economists and 

trade experts in the Secretariat, while other business actors have been involved in day to 

day business. It has also involved the educated elites in ASEAN member countries. The 

ASEAN Institute for Strategic and International Studies (ASEAN-ISIS) and the Institute 

for Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS), for example, have provided much needed input to 

ASEAN’s regional integration initiatives.5 Based on the report of its think-tank group, 

ASEAN is aware that it needs to apply the multi-track approach so that the plan of 2015 

integration can be grasped. Therefore, ASEAN tries to widen its scope of relationship. 

Recently, ASEAN tries to enhance cooperation among the member countries’ universities 

through ASEAN University Network (AUN), especially to raise the awareness of the 

4 Chandra, Alexander C. Southeast Asian Civil Society and the ASEAN Charter: The Way Forward. 
Providence: Institute for Global Justice & Solidarity for Asian People’s Advocacy Working Group on 
ASEAN Charter, 2007, March 29. 2008. page 1
< http://www.asiasapa.org/pdf/docs/Southeast_Asian_Civil_%20Society_and_the_ASEAN_Charter-
The_Way_Forward.pdf>
5 Id. at 3.
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youth about  ASEAN. These all  prove that  ASEAN has been trying  to move forward 

towards 2015 single community by applying the multi-track approach.

Analysis of Multi-Track Approach Application in ASEAN 

Knowing that ASEAN has something to do with the plan of 2015 integration (for 

instance, the application of multi-track approach) is not enough. It needs analyzing in 

order to know whether it has been already enough or not. To get some data in analyzing 

the application of multi-track approach, I did interview to some peoples with various 

backgrounds and occupations. Some of them are university students, activists of NGOs 

and  small  entrepreneurs,  while  the  rest  of  them  are  laymen  who  have  got  many 

international donations when the earthquakes happened in Yogyakarta,  Indonesia. The 

interview is addressed to observe whether the application of multi-track diplomacy in 

ASEAN has been effective or not.          

When I asked “what do you know about ASEAN?”, I got various answers from 

the  respondents.  Eight  of  ten  respondents  answered  that  ASEAN  is  a  multilateral 

organization in Southeast Asia, while the other two didn’t know exactly what ASEAN it 

is. From the eight respondents who answered that ASEAN is a multilateral organization, 

there were some respondents who gave some interesting additional points. Two of them 

stated that ASEAN is only discussion and meeting forum which can’t give real benefit to 

the society,  while one of them perceived ASEAN as the exclusive organization which 

involve only the elite groups. Based on their answers, there is tendency that the existence 

of ASEAN hasn’t got much positive response from the society yet.

Raising the question about 2015 integration, most of the respondents didn’t really 

understand about that. Even some of them have already known about that program after 

getting my question. There was only one respondent who comprehend well about the 

ASEAN 2015 integration  plan,  while  three  respondents  admitted  that  they  have  ever 

heard that plan, but don’t know exactly and other six respondents don’t know about it at 

all. From four respondents who understand or simply know about 2015 integration, all of 

them are pessimistic. A respondent stated that 2015 integration is very difficult to reach 

by ASEAN. He explained that the different economic development,  different political 

stability and the diversity among ASEAN member countries are the problem. He believed 
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that  to  reach  2015 integration  means  to  decrease  the  differences  among  them and to 

enhance tolerance between one another.  Frankly speaking,  the other respondent stated 

that 2015 integration will not be reached, because ASEAN is only ‘NATO’ organization 

(NATO means No Action, Talk Only). She argued that ASEAN is only formal meeting. 

Most of drafts agreed by the member countries are not implemented or implemented just 

in  a  short  time.  Giving  the  case  study,  she  criticized  the  implementation  of 

Transboundary Haze Pollution Agreement. The agreement tends to attract attention only 

when the level of conflict caused by haze pollution between Indonesia and Malaysia were 

high. The agreement itself tends to be not legally binding, so some countries often violate 

the agreement. The other two respondents are pessimistic enough about 2015 integration 

plan. They argued that 2015 integration is the plan made by governments of ASEAN 

member  countries,  so  it  will  just  become  governments’  desire,  not  all  elements  of 

ASEAN.

Asking about  the  effect  of  the  existence  of  ASEAN to  their  daily  life,  all  of 

respondents answered that they don’t feel the effect. Four of ten respondents stated that 

they don’t feel the effect very much. They just feel a little effect like they become able to 

watch Thai horror movies or listen to the Malaysian songs. Nevertheless, ASEAN hasn’t 

given deeper effect to their daily life yet. Even, they admitted that they get deeper effect 

of  Japanese  manga,  American  pop-music  and  European  scholarships  rather  than 

something  related  to ASEAN. Two of the respondents stated that  they don’t  feel  the 

existence of ASEAN anymore. For them, ASEAN is still like Southeast Asia. Although 

the  member  countries  have  engaged  in  a  regional  community,  they  still  act  like  the 

separated states. They told that countries like England or Netherlands often give some 

support to their advocacy projects, but ASEAN doesn’t. Other two of the respondents 

said that they are not familiar with ASEAN in their daily life. But, they are familiar with 

UNICEF, World Bank, IMF and USAID. This is caused when they were stricken by the 

earthquake disaster in Yogyakarta, they were given many support either material or non-

material by those organizations, while they didn’t find out that ASEAN helped them in 

that case. Besides the organizations mentioned above, they also got donations from some 

European countries and government of Japan. The rest of respondents affirmatively stated 

that ASEAN doesn’t give big effect to their small ceramic business. ASEAN doesn’t give 
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any  ease  to  their  export  business.  Most  of  their  products  are  exported  to  Australia, 

America  and  European  states.  This  is  not  merely  caused  by  the  market  demand  in 

Australia, America and European states are higher than in Southeast Asia, but also due to 

the tight cooperation between their businesses with some organizations in those countries. 

One  of  them admitted  that  he  has  been  helped  by  a  Dutch  NGO in  developing  his 

business. That Dutch NGO has given him financial and technical assistance in developing 

his business. It has also given him more chance to enter to the European market. This fact 

means that their trade relationship with European states is better rather than with ASEAN 

states. This is suitable with the data of intra-regional trade of ASEAN made by ASEAN 

Secretariat in 2003. Compared to EU and NAFTA, ASEAN has a lower intra-regional 

trade.

    
Figure 26

From the interview I conducted, it can be seen that there are still bad perceptions 

toward ASEAN. So, what does it mean? What is the deficiency of multi-track approach 

ASEAN has applied? 

As mentioned before, ASEAN has involved business and academic communities 

in  its  decision  making  process.  Nevertheless,  based  on  the  compass  approach,  the 

business  communities  and  academic  communities  get  involved in  ASEAN’s decision 

making  process  are  not  quite  representatives  for  the  whole  ASEAN society.  Besides 

involve the governments,  ASEAN tend to involve only track 2 (professional),  track 3 

6 ASEAN Baseline Report: Measurements to Monitor Progress towards the ASEAN Community. 
Providence: ASEAN Secretariat, 2005, March. 29. 2008. page 4
< http://www.aseansec.org/ABR.pdf>
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(business) and track 5 (research, training and education). Whereas, there are still other 

five tracks haven’t been optimally involved yet. Besides that, the business communities 

and the academic communities which get involved in, tend to be exclusive where not all 

business and academic communities can involve themselves. The business communities 

which are involved consist of big corporations or agencies. It is actually not in line with 

the fact that there are more active small businesses exist in ASEAN member countries 

than the big corporations.  ASEAN has not  also successfully  involved or  touched the 

grassroots who are  actually the most  vulnerable  party towards changes.  Although the 

governments  have launched 2015 integration,  it  will be very difficult  to realize if  the 

society is not ready yet. It needs to be kept in mind that society will be the most active 

actor in 2015 integration rather than government itself.

Rethinking the Roles of Society

There are two main components in a nation-state, the government and the society. 

Society consists of many elements from track two until track nine. However, the term of 

society here is especially pointed out to describe the peoples in track 4, 6, 7 and 9. In the 

emergence  of  nation-states  era,  the  relationship  between  one  another  state  was  fully 

managed  by  its  government.  Government  was  the  only  authorized  party  to  conduct 

foreign affairs. Nevertheless, this point of view shall not be appropriate in today’s world. 

Government must be aware that it can’t solve all the problems which complexly involve 

all parties.

Undoubtedly,  society has very important  roles in keeping relationship between 

one  another  state.  In  fact,  there  are  so  many  problems  which  can’t  be  solved  by 

government. One of the examples is the role of Japanese and Korean private citizens in 

keeping good relationship between the two states in the middle of Japanese historical text 

book case.  The relationship between Japanese government  and Korean government  is 

actually not very good for both states are overwhelmed by many problems in the past. In 

2000, the anti-Japan sentiment in Korea was increasing due to the Japanese historical text 

book case. Japanese government has tried to create a good image of its ancestors to the 

youth generation through historical text book for Japanese students. In the text book was 

stated that Japan had helped Korea and Manchuria to advance their welfare in the past. 
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Whereas,  Japan  didn’t  help  Korea  and  Manchuria,  but  it  invaded  both  states  for  its 

benefit. This issue led conflict between Japanese government and Korean government. 

Korean  government  requires  Japanese  government  to  apologize  for  its  historical 

mistakes, but Japanese government hasn’t formally apologized so far. However, private 

citizens  of  the  two states  are  success  in  calming down the  conflict  between the  two 

states.7  Prof. Yang stated that although the two governments are still overwhelmed by 

the historical aspects, the citizens of two countries are very friendly each other. There are 

many Korean who visit Japan and on the other hand many Japanese who visit Korea to 

see Korean dramas making process, like “Winter Sonata”. In fact,  it  can keep a good 

relationship between the two states for a long time.

The  example  above  clearly  proves  that  civil  society  can  enhance  relationship 

between one another state,  even when its government  is engaging in conflict.  This is 

absolutely  needed  by  ASEAN  in  struggling  towards  2015  integration.  In  realizing 

security,  economic  and  social-cultural  community,  ASEAN  must  be  able  to  reduce 

tension among its member states caused by transboundary issues, like pollution, human 

rights and energy scarcity. Besides that, the society itself will be the most active player, 

especially in realizing ASEAN economic and social-cultural community. Society will be 

dominant  player  in  economic  integration  instead  of  government.  The  awareness  of 

society in the need of creating ASEAN social-cultural community, by itself, will be able 

to enhance its realization. It means that society has an important role towards ASEAN 

2015 integration.    

Conclusion 

In struggling for 2015 single community, ASEAN has been aware that it must not 

involve only governments. Therefore, it has applied multi-track approach by involving 

nongovernmental actors since 1990s. However, the application of this approach seems 

not to be optimum yet for there are still many peoples feel that they are not involved yet. 

This public opinion should be the correction measure for ASEAN in applying the multi-

track approach. For instance, public opinion can take the role as track 9 in keeping the 

relationship between one another track. ASEAN must be aware that the society is not 

7 Stated by Prof. Yang Seung-Yoon, a senior lecturer of Hanguk University, South Korea, in the lecture on 
“Korean Foreign Policy” held in Gadjah Mada University, Yogyakarta-Indonesia. July 12th, 2007.  
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only business group and professional group. It must broaden its definition about society 

so that it can reach all society until the grassroots level. Based on the fact that society has 

very important roles in determining the relationship between one another state, ASEAN 

should socialize more about its program to the society and involve all elements of society 

towards 2015 single community.
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ATTACHMENT

 Data of Interview Respondents 

Name Gender Age (years old) Occupation
Anggia Permatasari Female 19 University student
Rochmy H. Akbar Male 19 University student
Muhammad Arifin Male 20 University student

Agus Male 28 Lecturer’s assistance
Thomas Widiyanto Male 30 Activist of GREEN MAP

Joyo Male 30 Staff of CRI
Bambang Purwanto Male 40 Owner of Nyukitti ceramic industry

Mulyono Male 34 Owner of Nagasakti Ceramic industry
Yuli Susanto Male 37 Company worker
Agus Triyono Male 38 Seller
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