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Purposes of Regional Integration

Regional integration is a process through which governments, and to certain extent parliaments, establish certain arrangements in a particular region in order to enhance cooperation and diminish tensions. Experience demonstrates that regional integrations have largely, entailed greater focus on the following issues:

•
Removing barriers to free trade at regional levels;

•
 Facilitating free movement of individuals, work force, commodities, and capitals;

•
Lessening  the  likelihood  of  the  outbreak  of  armed  conflicts  (for  instance,  through measures that build confidence and security); and,

•
Developing coordinated regional views on policy issues of common concern, such as those concerning the environment.

The developing states favor such regional cooperation for the following reasons:

•

Liberalization  and  expansion  of  markets  and  the  opportunity  to  manufacture  more products with less cost, securing work force and capital and consequently increasing employment and national income;

•

Easier access to the markets in the South as compared to the multitude of barriers to gain access to the markets of the North;

•
Specialization of export in developing countries through South-South cooperation;

•

Increasing export capacities to counter the challenges of globalization and enhance the bargaining power in multilateral trade negotiations;

•

Facilitate the exchange of technology, knowledge and technical experiences among developing countries;

•
Increased regional trade;

•
Developing the grounds for the expansion of the private sector;

•

Expanding the infrastructures and formulating appropriate plans to support economic growth and regional integration;

•
Developing strong state institutions in line with good governance;
•
Alleviation of social isolation and strengthening all-inclusive civil society;

•
Assisting in promotion of peace and security in the region;

•
Strengthening regional environmental programs; and

•
Expansion and promotion of regional interactions with other regions of the world.

It is thus discernible that global and regional trends are mutually reinforcing on many grounds. There is no contradiction or substantive inconsistencies between globalization and regionalization as both trends point to similar objectives for prosperity and development albeit at different levels. The relation between global and regional contexts of various developments in our era seems to be of a dialectical nature.
Asian Integration: Prerequisite for Asian Parliament
With a population of more than 4 billion people, Asia is the biggest and the most populated continent in the world. Rich history, ancient civilizations, vast natural resources, major and fast growing world economies have doubled the significance of this continent. From an economic viewpoint, Asia ranks third after North America and Europe in terms of Gross National Product. Asia has 40 percent of the overall world trade at its disposal. The 21st century is aptly dubbed the “Asian Century,” mainly because of the emerging tilt of economic wealth and power from North America and Europe towards Asia which would entail a significant shift in favor of Asia in terms of political weight and power in world affairs. 
Parallel to the expansion of regional cooperation in different parts of the world, Asia has also experienced remarkable growth in regional cooperation. The existence of strategic natural resources, such as oil and gas, in the western part of the continent has created a specific and prominent status for Asia. Southeastern and eastern parts of the continent enjoy a good standing in industrial production. Comprising 56 countries, Asia enjoys abundant common grounds for cooperation and integration. In addition to bilateral relations, Asian countries cooperate with each other in various other groupings such as ASEAN, SAARC, ESCAP, ECO, the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia (CICA), the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, the Asian Cooperation Dialogue (ACD) and the Persian Gulf Cooperation Council.

While the potentials for Asian integration are considerably high and sophisticated, the actual process of integration has faced many impediments. Politically, Asian Nations share many goals and aspirations and face many common threats and dilemmas. Promoting the noble teachings of Asian civilizations globally and protecting the interests and rights of Asian Nations at global and regional levels are among the most dearly shared objectives of the peoples and governments in Asia. Common threats and challenges, which have a potential unifying role, are also numerous, ranging from eradication of poverty to rooting out international terrorism. However, there are significant areas of political divergence, which have impeded closer cooperation among Asian countries and peoples. Historical misunderstanding and mistrust, exacerbated by colonial and external powers, constitute the root cause of insufficient political congruence. Threat perceptions leading to competing and at times rival patterns of external alliances are both symptomatic of the historical problem and contributive to many ensuing regional rivalries. Divergent levels of economic and social development are yet among other significant impediments to integration. 

The formation of an Asian Parliament must essentially inspire and promote further integration in Asia. In this context, integration in Asia should be considered as a prelude to further peace, prosperity, democracy and justice in Asia. This could only be achieved if both Asian Parliaments and Governments would assume a role to play in the promotion of this ideal goal and a fair share of responsibility in facilitating and materializing its requirements. 

Achieving integration in Asia is a formidable endeavor which would require certain conditions and definitely face certain challenges. Regional and international integration is not a commodity that can be imported from outside. It is rather a multi-factor and multi-faceted process which requires prolong and continuous cooperation. The conditions for sustainable, stable and integrative relations in Asia may be categorized in two distinct groupings of subjective and objective conditions. The subjective conditions refer to the logic and rationale embedded in our vision for the Asian integration. By contrast, the objective conditions would allude to certain factual circumstances and existing capabilities required for practical aspects of integration.

To achieve concrete goals in this process, both subjective and objective conditions would need to be properly dealt with. To overcome subjective obstacles, first of all, a common vision needs to be developed and stated out as to the notion of Asian integration in order to move towards further harmony in this respect. Such a vision should contain a convincing rationale for effective participation in the process of Asian integration and a clear message contributing to the improvement of living standards and prosperity of all in Asia.

Once a viable vision for Asian integration is achieved and stated, proper strategies and efficient missions have to be developed for its accomplishment. An effective campaign for promoting the vision of an integrated Asia should then be embarked upon through public awareness, thoughtful debates, educational programs, media coverage, inspirational leaders, influential businesses, stimulating art works, and the like.

The objective conditions of the Asian integration point to actual economic, political, cultural, as well as social potentials and capabilities materializing the trends of integration across borders. Such integrative processes would inevitably involve various issue areas including economic, cultural, technological, political, environmental subjects and would eventually lead to gradual integration among them to the extent possible. Fortunately enough, immense resources are and could be available for utilization. Given its vast geographical span; large population with talented and skillful human resources; enormous oil and gas reserves; impressive economic growth, remarkable social and cultural institutions; efficient networks of communication; and powerful political will to maintain peace and security; Asia is outstanding in every respect. 
It should be underscored that the process of integration in Asia encounters serious challenges, too. Chronic poverty in many countries of the continent, where nearly half of the continent's population earn less than two dollars per day, has created an unfavorable condition in Asia. The developmental disparity in Asia and the growing gap between Asian countries are among other serious challenges in the continent. Potential border, territorial and ethnic disputes, crisis prone areas and the danger of their escalation or spread to other regions should not be overlooked. 

Besides, a fundamental and great initiative such as the creation of an Asian Parliament, would have to give due regards to global and international principles such as, inter alia, adherence to strengthening cooperation and friendly relations among Asian Nations, Asian Parliaments, and Asian States based on justice, respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity and non-interference in internal affairs of each other, good neighborliness, peaceful settlement of all disputes, and the meticulous observance of the prohibition of the use or threat of use of force. Avoidance of violence and extremism, promotion of tolerance, and commitment to dialogue with other civilizations and cultures and respect for diversity constitute other founding principles. Commitment to participate actively in combatting terrorism in all its forms and manifestations, respect for human rights, democracy, participation and accountability as well as determination to promote balanced and sustainable development and contribute to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, with special emphasis on education, ought to be highlighted and emphasized here. 

A plan of action would also be needed in order to enumerate various fields of enhanced cooperation and coordination among Member Parliaments, with particular emphasis on peace and security, economic and social development, as well as democracy and human rights. In addition to enumerating several areas of further cooperation among Asian states and parliaments, the plan should provide a comprehensive strategy to strengthen and enhance inter-states and inter-parliaments with a view to paving the ground for gradual formation of an Asian Parliament. 

Increasing Role of Parliaments and Parliamentary Diplomacy

The end of the bi-polar political system and the ensuing transitional phase in international system has provided a breathing space for a multitude of new players to gain prominence in global and regional politics. These factors combined have transformed the role of Parliaments in global, regional, as well as national governance. 
As the most democratic institutional manifestations of the views, aspirations, concerns and anxieties of the civil society, the various deliberative, consultative, legislative and oversight roles and functions of national Parliaments have grown in prominence, significance and geographical spread worldwide; to the point that today no community can be found without some manifestation of such institutions of popular participation in governance.
In light of the global integrative trends in the world, Parliaments are increasingly becoming more active players both in domestic and foreign affairs. While Parliaments participate alongside the executive branch in exercising the national sovereignty of their respective state, they tend to assume a controlling function over certain government decisions. The principal function of parliaments in democratic systems of governance is legislative in nature, however, they also possess substantial weight in the political apparatus of their respective states. Parliaments not only exert their legislative power to determine the framework for domestic affairs, but also set the ground for foreign diplomacy. The prudent role played by the Parliaments of Britain and France in preventing their respective governments from an unjustified military attack against Syria could be cited as a recent significant development in this context.

Nevertheless, one must admit that the principal function and effective power of Parliaments rest in their position as legislative powers. By exercising their main function as law-making institutions, Asian Parliaments can immensely contribute to the process of Asian integration through their common legislations. The common legislation may just embody certain principles required to deal with the issue at hand. It does not necessarily include all the details of a legislation which, based on each country’s distinctiveness, may be different from one country to another. The initial common legislations may begin with subjects that are non- controversial and of particular concern to all Member Parliaments such as smuggling of cultural items in Asia; promoting health equity in Asia; and Asian strategy for climate change.

Parliaments possess fundamental powers to influence priority agenda of their own countries. Cooperation within the framework of the international parliamentary organization would provide member parliaments with a solid standing for combining their strengths and harmonizing their efforts to perform the same functions at a regional level. The essence of parliamentary diplomacy could be described as utilizing the powers and functions of parliaments in a harmonized and effective manner towards further regional integration and good governance. 

As the nature and scope of challenges and opportunities have gone beyond national and even regional boundaries, international cooperation is slowly moving towards global problem solving and global governance. Recognition of the same realities has affected cooperation among Parliaments, which is gradually evolving from inter-parliamentary unions and assemblies to sub-regional, regional and extra-regional Parliaments. 
The European Parliament, which for quite some time was the only transnational parliament in the world, is today only one – albeit the most advanced – of several similar institutions in the Arab World, Africa and Americas, with many other regional and sub-regional inter-parliamentary institutions aspiring to follow suit. A brief review of the structures, authorities and functions of these regional parliaments seems to be quite fitting and relevant here. 

European Parliament

The European Parliament (EP) is the oldest, most advanced and most relevant transnational parliament in the world. It has existed in one form or another from early 1950s following the formation of the European Union (EU) and has gone through several transformations and continuous evolution ever since. With 754 directly elected members, the European Parliament has been described as one of the most powerful legislatures in the world. It enjoys ceremonial precedence over all European authority and other institutions of the European Union, and exercises legislative and budgetary powers over the EU together with the Council. Furthermore, the executive body of the European Union, namely the European Commission, is accountable before the European Parliament, which not only elects its President, but also has the power to accept or reject members of the Commission and can also force their resignation through a motion of censure. It should be noted that the evolution has been commensurate with that of European integration, in which the European Parliament has played a direct role including by drafting in 1984 the draft treaty establishing the EU. 
Central American Parliament

The Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) is the parliamentary body of Central American Integration System (SICA) originating in attempts in the 1980s to resolve the civil wars in El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua. PARLACEN includes Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama, and its basic task is to represent the political wish of the populace of these countries in deliberative and legislative processes aimed at promoting international law, human rights, peace, democracy and regional integration. PARLACEN has thirteen permanent commissions dealing with various issues ranging from agriculture to human rights. It also has formal oversight power to democratically control the integration process. It has 20 members from each Member State, directly elected by universal suffrage.

Marcos Parliament

The Mercosur Parliament was created in December 2005 by the Presidents of Mercosur Member States, replacing the Joint Parliamentary Commission of the Common Market. It is composed of 81 MPs, 18 from each Member State – Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay – and 9 from applying member Venezuela. Members of the first parliament were chosen from members of national parliaments, while members of the second parliament are gradually being elected directly, with the first simultaneous election envisaged for 2015.
Andean Parliament

The Andean Parliament is one of the oldest transnational parliaments, created in 1979 as a key institution of the Andean Integration System. As a deliberative body, it incorporates parliamentarians from Member States of Andean Community of Nations. The Latin American Parliament (PARLATINO), which was created in 1962, is currently an inter-parliamentary consultative body with the intention of becoming the legislative organ of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States. 

Pan African Parliament

The Pan African Parliament, originating in discussions on African Economic Integration in the early 1990s, came to being along with the African Union in the Summit of Heads of State and Government of the OAU held in Lome, Togo on 10- 12 July 2000, which adopted the Constitutive Act of the African Union and the Pan African Parliament, after the African Union succeeded the Organization of African Unity. It is considered the legislative arm of the African Union, currently enjoying oversight and consultative powers and expected to exercise full legislative powers in the near future. It has 235 members, elected by parliaments of 47 of 54 AU Member-States. 

Arab Parliament

The Arab Parliament is going through its initial formative stage. Since its first meeting on 27 December 2005, a transitional Arab Parliament was mandated with laying the ground work for a permanent parliament by the end of its mandate in December 2012. The permanent Arab Parliament held its first session on 12 December 2012, electing its first President from the UAE. The Arab Parliament holds two sessions annually, each lasting two months. It has a bureau, four committees and a secretariat.

While the number and geographical spread of transnational parliaments are gradually expanding, there appears to be no common denominator among these transnational parliaments in terms of size, method of election, scope of functions, regional and global significance or organization, other than the fact that they have all evolved from relatively less influential inter-parliamentary institutions. It appears that when such evolution has been commensurate with the stage and scope of integration, the impact, effectiveness and overall relevance of transnational parliaments have been greater.
Emergence of Inter-Parliamentary Organizations in Asia
In 1999, the Association of Asian Parliaments for Peace (AAPP) was established through the initiative of the Speakers of the Parliaments of several Asian countries. In 2006, when AAPP’s 7th Plenary meeting was held in Tehran, the Islamic Republic of Iran, the AAPP was transformed into the Asian Parliamentary Assembly (APA), as the Parliament of Asian Parliaments. Certain Asian parliaments have sought and achieved a level of parliamentary integration through the organization of the AAPP which was established to address common challenges facing the Asian people, particularly with regard to peace and democracy.

Based on the achievements of AAPP, its organization was improved and developed into the Asian Parliamentary Assembly (APA). One of the objectives of establishing the APA was to bring about greater integration in Asia and move towards creating the Asian Union. Some 40 Asian parliaments became members of the APA and approved its Charter in principle. According to this Charter, Member Parliaments are to be represented by between 2 to 7 delegates, proportionate to their population and elected by the Member Parliaments. 
Functions of a Future Asian Parliament

The appropriate placement of a future Asian Parliament within an Asian Inter-State organizational structure is primarily a political decision – with legal ramifications – to be adopted by Member States. Depending on the legal status and relations of a future Asian Parliament with a kind of Asian Governmental organization, various organizational structures can be envisaged for the Asian Parliament and subsequently a multitude of considerations and possible questions may need to be addressed. However, regardless of the legal dimensions of the nature of the relationship and the constituting institution, the following organizational – and legal -- questions need to be analyzed: functions of the institution, composition of members, method of election of members, and the organizational structure of an Asian Parliament. 

The possible functions of transnational parliaments cover a wide range, depending first and foremost on the political will of the Member Parliaments and of their respective States, as well as the scope and extent of regional integration and the nature of relations of the transnational parliament with the relevant multilateral organizations. Mandated responsibilities of transnational parliaments include deliberative, consultative, legislative and oversight functions.

These functions are neither static nor mutually exclusive. Some parliaments, such as the European Parliament exercise in one form or another all the stated functions, while others have been restricted to more limited areas of responsibility. Furthermore, the functional purview of various institutions has evolved over many decades and continues to manifest a dynamic process of gradual evolution and expansion. 
Representative Function

Almost all transnational parliaments have a deliberative function. Representing, albeit to varying degrees, the will of the populace, deliberations of these bodies epitomize popular aspirations, anxieties, and leanings, thereby providing legitimacy for certain policies and practices and delegitimizing others. Pronouncements emanating from the deliberative process of democratically elected transnational parliaments carry significant political and moral weight. 

Consultative Function

The consultative function of a future Asian Parliament also does not necessitate a formal institutional affiliation with inter-governmental organization as such. This function encompasses diverse possibilities in terms of mandates and responsibilities, including consultation and coordination among parliamentarians of various countries, providing a forum for sharing of experience and ideas, and articulating general policy guidelines addressed to Member Parliaments and even to their respective governments either directly or through the applicable national parliamentary processes. 

Legislative Function

The principal function and effective power of Parliaments rest in their position as legislative power. By exercising their main function as law-making institutions, Asian Parliaments can immensely contribute to the process of Asian integration through their common legislations. The common legislation may just embody certain principles required to deal with the issue at hand. It does not necessarily include all the details of a legislation which, based on each country’s distinctiveness, may be different from one country to another. 

Legislative function, on the other hand, requires a formal institutional arrangement with an intergovernmental body, where the transnational parliament performs the responsibilities of a legislature in more advanced stages of regional integration, such as the European Union and to a lesser extent the African Union. Depending on the stage of integration, legislative powers can include approval and allocation of the budget of the affiliated multilateral organization, and adoption of specific legislation governing areas of common policy. The initial common legislations by an Asian Parliament may begin with subjects that are non-controversial and of particular concern to all Member Parliaments such as smuggling of cultural items in Asia; promoting health equity in Asia; and Asian strategy for climate change.

It should be born in mind however, that no transnational parliament has the legislative powers of national legislatures. Even the legislative powers of the European Parliament have not yet included legislative initiative, which still remains the prerogative of the governmental body represented by the European Council. Envisaging legislative responsibilities for an Asian Parliament cannot be contemplated at this stage of integration in the Asian World, while nothing should preclude such functionality in the future.

Oversight Function

The oversight function is a responsibility that is being increasingly entrusted to transnational parliaments, even those without legislative powers. This mandate enables the parliamentarians to hold the relevant international organizations and their officials and bodies accountable, including through powers to elect and remove officials of the organization. A lesser derivative of the same function is the ability to exercise oversight powers regarding a process or a common decision. The latter enables parliamentarians to hold international officials accountable for the achievement of commonly agreed objectives and policies, without the formal ability to elect or censure. Democratic accountability, which is the most important outcome of this function, gives greater transparency and global legitimacy to the intergovernmental institution which is the subject of oversight.

The functions of an Asian Parliament, depending on its institutional linkage to an inter-governmental entity, can at the initial stage include deliberative and light oversight. These functions can be performed without direct linkage to governmental functions, while further evolution and expansion of these functions requires institutional affiliation. 

Composition 

An Asian Parliament can potentially become the largest transnational parliament in the world; even exceeding the number of members of the European Parliament, as both the number of Member Parliaments as well as the number of potential electorate is more than twice that of the European Union. However, there is no single unified methodology for determining the composition of transnational parliaments, providing a range of options for the decision-makers. 

Most transnational parliaments draw equal parliamentarians from their Members basing their system solely on the principle of sovereign equality, and disregarding population differences. The number of seats allocated to each Member varies from one case to another. While the Pan African Parliament and the Latin American Parliament provide for equal representation to national delegations, the Pan African Parliament allocates five parliamentarians to each of its 47 members, while in the Latin American Parliament “The national delegations to the Assembly shall consist of a maximum of twelve voting members …. to proportionally represent political parties or parliamentary groups acting within their respective Congresses.” The European Parliament is the major exception, where more populous States elect larger pools of parliamentarians to the EP, which is not exactly proportionate to their population, through a complicated mechanism called "digressive proportionality". Under this mechanism agreed in multilateral treaties and periodically revised, more populous members of the European Union accept fewer seats than they proportionately deserve in order to ensure better representation for less populous states.

It is reasonable to expect an Asian Parliament to be composed – at least in its initial stage – of equal number of parliamentarians from each Member Parliament, depending on the manner it would be constituted. Finding an optimum number to ensure proper representation of major political tendencies in each country, while being manageable and conducive to proper deliberation and decision making is a key political and organizational decision. 

Membership and Election 

There is a global consensus that the most democratic method of electing members of transnational parliaments is through direct ballot. Direct elections can take several forms, ranging from each nation electing its transnational parliamentarians through its own national electoral system to conducting region- wide elections through a unified method. Two transnational parliaments currently elect their members through direct ballot; namely the European Parliament and the Central American Parliament with Mercosur Parliament and Latin American Parliament gradually starting to elect their members through direct national elections. The Pan-African Parliament is considering proposals for direct election through universal suffrage. 

Membership in a decreasing number of transnational parliaments is drawn from elected members of national parliaments. The Pan African Parliament currently allows each national parliament to elect 5 Members of African Parliament. The Arab Parliament provides more leeway to national parliaments of 22 members of the Arab League, enabling each to nominate 4 members through three different methods. In both cases, transnational parliamentarians must be sitting members of parliament through their membership in the transnational assembly, and will need to be replaced if they lose national parliamentary status.

Taking into account the divergent mechanisms through which Asian countries elect or select members of their national parliaments, it is reasonable to expect that a future Asian Parliament will need to draw its members from national parliaments. Meanwhile, it will be advisable to set general guidelines for the selection/election process of members of a future Asian Parliament by their respective national parliaments in order to ensure greater relevance and general global recognition. Such unified criteria may include method of election, term of office, and representation of diverse parliamentary blocks or parties. The founders may also decide whether the elected/selected parliamentarians will participate in the future Asian Parliament in their individual capacity or whether they represent their national parliaments. The latter option will signify little difference with an inter-parliamentary union. 

Organizational Structure 

The basic organizational structure of transnational parliaments resembles that of national parliaments: a plenary, a bureau, various committees and a secretariat. A plenary where all members of the parliament can participate is a common feature, while the frequency and duration of its sessions vary from one parliament to another. 

Committees in their variety of names, numbers, compositions and mandates, consist of a select number of parliamentarians assigned to focus on specific areas of interest or competence of each transnational parliament. The Arab Parliament has four committees, namely Committee on Foreign Political and Security Affairs, Committee on Economic and Financial Affairs, Committee on Legislative, Legal and Human Rights Affairs, and Committee on Social, Cultural, Gender and Youth Affairs, resembling to a large extent the Standing Committees envisaged in Article 13 of PUIC Statute. The European Parliament has 20 Standing Committees, ranging from Foreign Affairs to Agricultural and Rural Development. These Standing Committees -- which can be augmented by sub-committees upon the decision of the European Parliament -- have extensive legislative power, and meet once or twice a month in Brussels. Each Standing Committee has its own bureau and secretariat. It is noteworthy that PARLACEN, a much smaller transnational parliament comprising of only 6 Central American countries, has almost the same number of committees, dealing with diverse issues ranging from environment and fisheries to peace, politics and indigenous peoples.

Transnational parliaments also have secretariats, which facilitate the work of parliamentarians and assist them in carrying out their mandates. Together with presidents and bureaus, some heads of secretariat of transnational parliaments represent their institutions in other international fora. The Secretariat of the European Parliament, comprising 4000 officials, includes the Secretary General and ten Directorates-General, each with extensive array of departments and units. The Directorates-General include those dealing with administration and finance to those dealing with essentially political issues such as “External Policies” and “Internal Policies.” In contrast, the secretariat of the Pan African Parliament is composed of a Clerk, two Deputy Clerks and “other support staff and functionaries, in accordance with article 12 (6) of the protocol.”

In general, it can be observed that the organizational expanse is usually – and not always – commensurate with the nature and scope of functions of the institution. An Asian Parliament will need to have a plenary, composed of all members, and a bureau, which according to the political decision of its founders, will need to represent various regional and probably linguistic groupings. The frequency and duration of meetings of the plenary can be determined by political or functional considerations or both. In any event, to be a viable parliament, the plenary needs to have several meaningful sessions every year providing ample opportunity for deliberation by members. In addition to a plenary and a bureau, an Asian Parliament in its initial stage can have a modest organizational structure of the current APA Secretariat and Standing Committees, which should conduct many more sessions than the minimum envisaged currently in the APA. 

The APA Potentials for Evolution to Asian Parliament
APA has grown as an organization with an impressive pace. It has achieved many structural and substantive successes. By holding regular Plenary Sessions, Executive Council Meetings, as well as three Standing Committees on Political Affairs, Economic and Environmental Affairs, and Social-Cultural Affairs, the APA is a well-functioning organization. The APA has evolved over the past seven years to be the second largest inter-parliamentary institution after the IPU, encompassing 41 Member Parliaments throughout the Asian continent and has an efficient organizational structure for parliamentary diplomacy.

Working towards further integration in Asia has been the main theme of the APA resolutions and activities ever since the inception of the Assembly in 2006. Indeed, the APA has already made remarkable contributions to the initiation of Asian integration by addressing fundamental issue areas relevant to the development and prosperity in Asia and by adopting resolutions which identify priority agenda items for further convergence among nations of this region. 

The APA organizational structure may obviously evolve in the future in tandem with the stage of Asian integration and functions of the Asian parliament. However, the existing structure and organizational bodies of the APA can perform the functions of an initial stage of an Asian Parliament, either on trial or semi-permanent basis, without any institutional transformation. Such a role would require a decision by the APA Plenary on the mandate and frequency of the meetings of its Standing Committees and the Executive Council.

Further institutional modifications within the APA may entail changes that would be tantamount to amending the Charter, which would require more complicated procedures. Evolution of the APA into an Asian Parliament, depending on the scope and extent of change intended by sponsors and Member Parliament, may even go beyond modifications that could be addressed through the envisaged amendment process. The institutional dimensions require the approval of Member Parliaments. Transformation of the APA is a far more complicated and problematic proposition.

Relying on its wide scope of membership which covers most countries of Asia, APA is in a position to depict itself as a Model Asian Parliament. The realization of such an ideal vision would require realistic missions. As an assembly of parliaments, the APA does not possess executive powers to directly implement its resolutions and decisions. This is a fact but not a failure. Without executive powers at hand, the APA still can accomplish a lot. It needs not to overextend or exaggerate its capabilities. 

What the APA does possess, however, would suffice to its realistic ambitions. First of all, APA has provided a reliable framework for consultation and collaboration among its Member Parliaments on a range of important cultural, economic, political and environmental issues. Secondly, it has facilitated communication, interaction and cooperation among its members and helped them to harmonize their viewpoints and positions vis-à-vis regional as well as global developments. In fact, the APA has already taken important steps in this direction by adopting resolutions which identify priority areas for further convergence and capacity building among Asian nations. While the APA can certainly be proud of its accomplishments in covering a wide range of important issues in its resolutions, it would also need to take a fresh look at the subject matters on its agenda. Through its Resolutions, the APA does exert certain influence on the process of policy-making in Asia. Perhaps a priority mission of the APA at this juncture is to adopt measures to upgrade and increase this influence.

Strengthening and enhancing the role of APA has political, institutional and legal dimensions. Politically, the strengthening of the role of the Assembly requires the collective will of Member Parliaments and their respective Governments. Manifestations of the collective political will to enhance and strengthen the role of the APA can take many forms including more regular and higher level participation in the APA Plenary and Standing Committees, closer consultation and coordination by Member Parliaments on important issues facing the Asian countries. 

APA has great potentials. It is a remarkable political asset for Asia that needs to be reckoned with on both legislative and political policy making. APA has indeed attached a great importance to its parliamentary diplomacy and paved the ground for adopting a proactive approach towards developments in Asia, in particular, and towards global developments, in general. The political will of Member Parliaments should be translated into institutional arrangements. Institutionally, there are possibilities within the existing structures of APA to enhance its role to become the initial stage of a possible Asian Parliament.

APA has pronounced itself on a number of major issues of international affairs. These include, but are not limited to, the following:

Principles of Friendship and Cooperation in Asia

The significance of the APA initiative on formulating the principles of friendship and cooperation in Asia lies in its identification of objective elements and viable processes of integration in Asia. The contents of the Declaration on Friendly Relations and Cooperation in Asia encompass a range of subjects vital to further peace and security in the Asian community at large. It also provides a framework for convergence and a platform for active interaction at a macro level throughout the region. Not only the geographical proximity, but also historical, cultural, economic, political, and security ties are recognized in the Declaration as bearing their own distinctive effects in shaping up a viable regional integration. 

Enhancing Cooperation between APA and Asian Governments

The expansion of ties and enhancement of cooperation between the APA and governmental bodies and organizations, has been one of the priority areas in the work of the APA. The modalities that have been accepted and emphasized by relevant APA Resolutions in this respect have included inviting Ministers of Foreign Affairs, or their representatives, of APA Member and Observer Parliaments to participate in the Plenary Sessions of the APA and to exchange views on the most significant and urgent issues in Asia and on the APA agenda. Furthermore, it has been decided to appoint an APA delegate as a Focal Point within the APA Member Parliaments to be in charge of making regular coordination between the Parliaments and Governments on the one hand, and between the Parliaments and the Secretariat for the implementation of APA decisions and programs on the other.

Expanding Cooperation with Regional and International Organization

Growing international outreach of the APA will definitely contribute to the realization of its goals and objectives. The APA has taken certain steps to expand the international ties and interactions of the Assembly with international governmental organizations such as the United Nations; inter-parliamentary organizations such as the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU); Parliamentary Union of the Organization of the Asian Conference (PUIC); Inter-Parliamentary Union of the Arab Countries (IPUAC); Latin American Inter-Parliamentary Assembly (LAIPA); and non-governmental organizations such as the International Conference of Asian Political Parties (ICAPP). 

The Way Forward 

The path towards establishing a brand new Asian Parliament independently or through the evolution of APA may be long and arduous, requiring careful consideration of the multifaceted issues that have been underscored and highlighted in this report. Many of these legal and organizational and even technical issues require political and not technical answers; they necessitate reflection and deliberation at high political decision making levels by individual APA Member Parliaments and their respective States, as well as collectively by all Asian Parliaments and States within the framework Asian integration. 

The legal and organizational relations between the future Asian parliament and Asian governments is the first and most pressing political problem. Similarly, the membership and functions of the future parliament must be elaborated around a political vision; articulating not only the immediate institutional product, but the desired long-term perspective. Moreover, it is imperative to generate the necessary collective political will to embark on this path, since institutional machinery for integration cannot precede political will. 

Careful consideration is not an excuse for inaction. Many of the objectives, principles underlined in the APA Charter as well as programs and initiatives outlined in the APA Resolutions provide a solid ground for collective action by its Member Parliaments. For such a fertile ground to flourish and bear fruits, a collective will by the members to work together towards the achievement of these common objectives and shared values is indispensably needed. Integration and unified pursuit of collective interests have succeeded elsewhere with much less institutional machinery than what exists today in Asia. Here again, the fundamental requirement – and regrettably the missing link -- is collective political will to act.

Giant steps may require interim measures. Such interim measures would sustain the momentum, without rushing into the ultimate decision; it provides a microcosm to test the main project; and its implementation fosters greater confidence not only about the feasibility of the outcome, but more importantly about the intentions of the participants. 

A future Asian Parliament can best function as the parliamentary arm of an Asian Inter-State organization. Similar experiments in other organizational settings reviewed earlier above have all followed the same pattern of a transnational parliament acting as the legislative or consultative arm of a multilateral inter-state organization. However, the formation or evolution of an Asian Parliament, which performs consultative, deliberative, legislative or oversight functions for Asian States, would be a sovereign decision of the Member States of an independent international organization.
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