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The formal admission of Timor-Leste to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
scheduled for October 26, 2025, represents a significant milestone for both the bloc and Southeast 
Asia’s youngest nation. In this analysis, I look at Timor-Leste’s progress against the milestones 
outlined in ASEAN’s roadmap, specifically legal and institutional alignment, economic and technical 
readiness, and active contribution to regional goals.

Contrary to biased, pessimistic views and criticisms, I believe that Dili has demonstrably fulfilled the 
procedural and political benchmarks for full membership. I also argue that while the procedural 
journey is nearing completion, the far more demanding work of substantive integration has only just 
begun. While Timor-Leste faces significant, enduring challenges, including a small and under-
resourced bureaucracy, a continued heavy reliance on finite oil revenues, and profound human 
capital deficits, it is in a position to manage its contribution to the regional integration.

Nevertheless, I also argue that, for ASEAN, the accession presents a critical test of its institutional 
resilience and its ability to effectively narrow the development divide and integrate lower-income 
members’ economies without exacerbating its own internal challenges. This analysis further provides 
a detailed, evidence-based assessment of the complexities of post-accession integration, ensuring 
that Timor-Leste’s membership becomes a catalyst for sustainable development and a genuine asset 
to the regional community.

ASEAN’s Normative and Historical Context

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations is a regional grouping established to promote economic, 
social, and security cooperation among its member states. At its core, the bloc’s identity is defined by 
the three foundational pillars of the ASEAN Community: the ASEAN Political-Security Community 
(APSC), the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC). These pillars, formalized by the 2007 ASEAN Charter, provide a constitutional document 
that grants the organization legal status and an institutional framework.

The Charter serves as a blueprint for cooperation, enshrining fundamental principles that govern 
relations between member states, including respect for sovereignty, non-interference in internal 
affairs, the peaceful settlement of disputes, and adherence to the rule of law and good governance.

These principles form the normative basis for all membership obligations, requiring new entrants to 
demonstrate their commitment not just politically but also through rigorous legal and institutional 
alignment. The scale of this task is immense, as the organization has concluded over 255 legal 
instruments across its three community pillars as of October 2025.

The sheer volume of these agreements, with 212 under the AEC alone, underscores the challenge of 
legal harmonization for any new member state. For Timor-Leste, this process involves not only 
acceding to the foundational Charter but also undertaking the monumental task of embedding its 
domestic legal framework within ASEAN’s vast and complex normative architecture.

The accession of Vietnam in 1995, followed by Laos and Myanmar in 1997 and Cambodia in 1999, 
represented a strategic wave of enlargement for ASEAN. This expansion was a deliberate move to 
unite all ten Southeast Asian nations and increase the region’s collective geopolitical and economic 
weight, a development seen as a significant achievement at the time.



However, this period of rapid expansion also introduced a core tension into the bloc’s identity: a preference 
for political inclusion over strict institutional readiness. These countries, collectively known as the CLMV 
nations, joined the association despite being economically underdeveloped and having “uneasy” political 
environments. The experience of the CLMV countries provides a comparative lens for assessing Timor-
Leste’s progress. The data shows that the decision to prioritize unity led to a persistent “two-speed” system 
within ASEAN.

Despite more rapid growth since the 1990s, significant gaps in per capita income and development remain 
between the original ASEAN-6 members and the newer CLMV group. To address this, ASEAN launched the 
Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) in 2000 to reduce this “development divide.” While the IAI has 
implemented hundreds of projects and seen a faster rate of GDP per capita growth in the CLMV countries, 
the reality is that these programs alone have been insufficient to bridge the gap entirely.

The lesson learned is that internal policy reforms and a strong domestic push for development within each 
country are the ultimate drivers of convergence. Timor-Leste’s accession, with its GDP per capita slotting in 
below all current members except for war-torn Myanmar, may be perceived as widening this divide and 
placing additional pressure on the bloc to prove its ability to integrate a fragile member without deepening 
its institutional fissures. However, with this experience, Timor-Leste is at an advantage since ASEAN has 
had such previous experiences with CLMV.

Legal and Institutional Alignment

Timor-Leste’s efforts toward legal and institutional alignment with ASEAN have been both systematic and 
highly proactive, demonstrating a strategic choice to meet procedural benchmarks with an aggressive 
timeline. A superficial assessment might only note the adoption of a handful of key agreements, but a 
deeper analysis reveals a far more extensive effort.

By October 2025, Dili had ratified 84 ASEAN-related agreements and translated 91 legal instruments into 
Tetum and Portuguese, a critical step to ensure they are accessible and legally binding under national law. 
This includes 23 in the Political-Security sphere, 59 in the Economic sphere, and nine in the Socio-Cultural 
sphere, a distribution that clearly signals the nation’s focus on economic integration.

The sheer volume and speed of this effort, supported by technical assistance from individual ASEAN 
members and countries like Japan, Australia, and Portugal, are designed to counter skepticism about 
Timor-Leste’s institutional capacity and to demonstrate its strong political will.

This systematic approach contrasts with the more protracted processes of other members and leverages the 
accession process as a tool for domestic institutional reform. While this satisfies the procedural milestone, 
the operational challenge of implementing these laws by a small bureaucracy with limited technical 
expertise remains the key test for seamless post-accession integration. The legal foundation is now in place, 
but the operational machinery to execute it is still under construction.

Compliance with AADMER, SEANWFZ, and AUN Charter

Timor-Leste has adopted specific, high-impact legal instruments that provide concrete evidence of its 
commitment to the three pillars of the ASEAN Community.

The ratification of AADMER signifies its commitment to multilateral cooperation on disaster risk reduction, 
a crucial area given the nation’s vulnerability to climate change. AADMER is a proactive and legally binding 
regional framework that provides for cooperation, coordination, and resource mobilization in all aspects of 
disaster management. By acceding to this agreement, Timor-Leste gains access to vital regional support 
platforms, such as the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management 
(AHA Centre), which provides essential tools for disaster response where domestic capacity may be limited.

The adherence to the SEANWFZ Treaty is another testament to Timor-Leste’s seriousness to ASEAN, 
thereby committing itself not to develop, manufacture, possess, or have control over nuclear weapons. By 
ratifying this treaty, Timor-Leste reinforces ASEAN’s collective disarmament agenda and strengthens the 
bloc’s credibility in global forums like the United Nations. This step aligns with ASEAN’s broader goal of 
maintaining a region free from weapons of mass destruction, projecting an image of unity and influence on 
a critical international issue.



Furthermore, accession to the AUN Charter aligns directly with Timor-Leste’s long-term strategy for human 
capital development. The AUN’s objective is to promote cooperation and solidarity among academic 
communities through student and faculty exchanges, scholarships, and collaborative research.

By participating in this network, Timor-Leste’s educational institutions can address the country’s profound 
human capital deficits, improve the quality of education, and ensure a more effective link between academic 
training and the labor market, thereby advancing its strategic development plan.

Beyond legal harmonization, Timor-Leste has undertaken significant internal reforms to prepare its 
bureaucracy for the demands of membership. In 2019, the government established the Timor-Leste ASEAN 
Mobilization Plan (TLAMP), a proactive framework to map all ASEAN agreements and initiatives across its 
various government agencies.

This initiative, supported by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), was a strategic step to streamline the 
accession process and facilitate full participation in ASEAN work programs, moving the nation beyond a 
simple request for membership.

However, these efforts must be viewed within the context of existing institutional constraints. Fact-finding 
missions and expert analyses have in the past highlighted a lack of substantive knowledge
and technical expertise among government officials, as well as inadequate infrastructure for hosting key 
ASEAN meetings. They contended that the country’s public sector is a dominant employer, and its 
bureaucracy has been strained by a reliance on high government spending that has yielded modest returns 
on investment.

To address these challenges, the government of Timor-Leste has undergone reform in the civil service, 
emphasizing meritocracy and greater transparency. The ADB and the ASEAN Secretariat have been running 
extensive capacity-building programs, training officials on the technical requirements of the ASEAN 
Economic Community’s priority agreements and other frameworks. These reforms, including the 
implementation of “One-Stop Shops” to facilitate government services, demonstrate a genuine effort to 
modernize the public administration.

Economic and Technical Readiness

Timor-Leste’s accession to key economic frameworks is not merely a procedural step but a strategic move to 
overcome the limitations of its small domestic economy and position itself for broader regional integration. 
The adoption of instruments like the Framework Agreement on Economic Cooperation and the Multilateral 
Agreement on Air Services (MAAS) positions it to access ASEAN’s vast economic ecosystem and participate 
in regional value chains. MAAS, in particular, is critical for a small economy heavily reliant on tourism and 
foreign investment, as it enhances air connectivity. The nation’s recent bilateral air services agreement with 
Malaysia demonstrates its commitment to this goal.

ASEAN membership will also provide Timor-Leste with a crucial pathway to diversify its economic base by 
opening access to the bloc’s free trade agreements with major external economies like Japan, China, and 
Australia. This will place the country “on the radar” of regional and global powers, attracting foreign 
investment and expanding job creation pathways. While the benefits will not be automatic, and the 
readiness of the domestic private sector is key, this access provides an invaluable framework for future 
growth.

A critical assessment of Timor-Leste’s economic readiness must begin with an acknowledgement of its 
heavy reliance on oil revenues. The Petroleum Fund has financed over 80% of state expenditures since 
2007, a dependency that has hindered innovation and weakened private-sector development by making the 
public sector the dominant employer.

With the country’s only producing oil field ceasing production in early 2023 and the fund projected to 
deplete within the next decade, Timor-Leste faces a “critical fiscal sustainability risk.” Nevertheless, Timor-
Leste’s decision to diversify its Petroleum Fund investments into bonds and equity represents a strategic 
effort to generate sustainable income beyond oil revenues. While the fund has achieved modest yet 
encouraging returns from these ventures, the country faces the challenge of balancing growth opportunities 
with prudent risk management.



Expanding further into global equity and fixed-income markets could strengthen long-term fiscal 
stability, particularly as petroleum reserves decline. However, the government must proceed 
cautiously, prioritizing professional management, transparency, and clear investment guidelines to 
avoid exposure to excessive market volatility. A measured expansion, guided by sound financial and 
governance frameworks, will be essential to ensuring that the fund continues to serve as a reliable 
foundation for Timor-Leste’s economic resilience and intergenerational equity.

The Timor-Leste government has prioritized economic diversification in its Strategic Development 
Plan, focusing on non-oil sectors such as agriculture and tourism. Agriculture employs 70 % of the 
active population, with coffee being the country’s second-largest export after petroleum. The 
government has implemented initiatives to boost production and improve living conditions in this 
sector.

The tourism sector, identified as having strong recovery potential, is being developed to attract 
visitors and generate revenue, especially when paired with improved mobility frameworks. The 
adoption of AEC frameworks is not just a membership requirement but a strategic tool to force the 
necessary reforms to broaden the tax base and attract private investment. Membership, while posing 
risks to nascent industries from competition, provides the external pressure and institutional 
framework needed to force a pivot away from a distorted, oil-dependent economy, mirroring the 
phased approach taken by the CLMV countries.

Timor-Leste’s economic and technical readiness is intrinsically linked to its human capital. The 
nation faces a significant challenge with one of the region’s highest rates of child stunting and a low 
labor force participation rate. These issues, coupled with a lack of technical expertise within the civil 
service, present substantial hurdles to fully engaging with ASEAN’s complex agendas.

However, ASEAN membership offers a crucial pathway for addressing these deficits through access 
to capacity-building support. The ADB has been running programs to enhance understanding of 
ASEAN requirements and support legal and regulatory reforms.

The ASEAN Secretariat has also been assisting and training officials on key agreements and technical 
requirements. This is consistent with Timor-Leste’s broader strategy to use international cooperation 
to leverage development funding and skill transfers from traditional and new partners. Accession to
ASEAN, in this context, is not a short-term fix but a strategic “gateway to long-term partnerships” 
that can provide the necessary capital, technology, and skills transfer to strengthen domestic capacity 
and connect the country more fully to regional and global value chains.

Active Contribution to Regional Goals

Timor-Leste’s commitment to ASEAN is not a recent development but a long-standing strategic 
priority that has been demonstrated through a decade of proactive diplomatic engagement. The 
nation first gained observer status in 2002 and joined the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 2005,
formally submitting its membership application in 2011. Since then, Timor-Leste has leveraged its 
observer status as a period of active engagement, not passive waiting.

The country has consistently participated in ministerial meetings, senior official meetings, and 
capacity-building activities, using its observer role to build trust and demonstrate its commitment. 
For instance, Timor-Leste has co-chaired workshops on dispute resolution and the Law of the Sea 
within the ARF, showcasing its willingness to contribute constructively to regional security dialogues.

In November 2023, the Defense Minister of Timor-Leste was welcomed for the first time to the 
ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus), marking the country’s inaugural 
participation as an observer in this vital forum. This consistent and substantive engagement, which 
included establishing diplomatic missions in every ASEAN member state by 2016, showcases a 
commitment that goes beyond a simple request for membership; it is a long-term, strategic priority 
to prove its readiness and intent. Recently, the Foreign Ministry has also presented a post-entry 
strategy involving strategies to develop its security and economy, addressing the unemployment 
issue, and reinforcing local economic growth.



By accepting its 11th member, ASEAN reaffirms its commitment to being a truly inclusive, pan-Southeast 
Asian bloc. The admission of Timor-Leste, a nation that has historically navigated its foreign policy to be 
independent from regional blocs led by major powers, strengthens ASEAN’s claim to “centrality” in regional 
affairs. It projects an image of unity and influence to the broader world, which is crucial for the bloc’s 
reputation and its ability to shape outcomes, not just be present.

Furthermore, Timor-Leste’s ratification of key instruments like the SEANWFZ reinforces ASEAN’s stated 
goals of regional peace and security, adding weight to the bloc’s diplomatic efforts in forums like the United 
Nations. While the accession also introduces potential complexities, it is manageable.

Timor-Leste’s foreign policy, which has a history of balancing relations and has a growing relationship with 
regional powers such as China, can be taken as an example to strengthen further the region’s stance.

For example, it could strengthen ASEAN’s centrality in addressing regional geopolitics in one voice, 
particularly regarding its members’ fractured positions on the South China Sea. The accession is not only a 
moment of symbolic unity, but it will transform the bloc’s internal vulnerabilities to external pressures into 
strength, therefore enhancing its ability to act as a coherent community.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Geopolitical Dynamics

A comparative analysis of Timor-Leste’s accession with that of the CLMV countries reveals both structural 
similarities and key differences that will shape its integration. Like the CLMV countries, Timor-Leste shares 
the foundational challenges of economic underdevelopment, nascent institutional frameworks, and a 
reliance on a phased approach to monetary integration to protect its nascent industries. Its GDP per capita 
is lower than all current ASEAN members except war-torn Myanmar, placing it at the bottom tier of the 
development divide.

Timor-Leste benefits from relative political stability and a strong, sustained governmental commitment to 
ASEAN integration, unlike some member states, which faced significant political turmoil and delays in their 
accession process. Timor-Leste’s legal harmonization efforts, characterized by the transparent and timely 
adoption of numerous instruments, surpass some slower adoptions of economic protocols that hampered 
initial steps for other members.

The nation’s strategic location near Indonesia and Australia and its history of a balanced foreign policy give 
it geopolitical value, similar to how Vietnam’s position bolstered regional influence in the 1990s. This 
proactive and transparent approach sets a strong precedent for its integration and suggests a more 
deliberate process than the geopolitically-driven CLMV accession.

Timor-Leste’s accession will undeniably reinforce the “two-speed ASEAN” dynamic by widening the existing 
development divide. The analysis shows that despite the efforts of the IAI, a yawning gap in per capita 
income and institutional capacity remains between the wealthier original members and the CLMV 
countries.

By slotting in at the bottom tier, Timor-Leste will be seen as a strain on the bloc’s integrative ambitions and 
mechanisms. This brings to the forefront the risk of “institutional fatigue.” As a fragile state with a small and 
under-resourced bureaucracy, Timor-Leste may struggle to meet all its obligations, potentially straining 
ASEAN’s already under-resourced Secretariat and its consensus-based decision-making process. The 
“ASEAN Way,” with its emphasis on consensus and non-interference, a principle that has historically been 
credited with maintaining cohesion and peace, may prove a barrier to addressing the deep-seated issues 
that will now be part of the bloc’s internal dynamics.

The ongoing crisis in Myanmar, for which ASEAN has struggled to find a unified response, serves as a stark 
reminder of the limitations of this model. Timor-Leste’s accession is therefore not just about its readiness; it 
is a “mirror” that reflects the strength and fragility of ASEAN itself, an actual test of the bloc’s ability to 
move beyond process for process’s sake and evolve its institutional machinery. From an optimistic 
perspective, the good relations Timor-Meate has with the New Unity Government and the recent visit of 
Foreign Minister Bendito Freitas to Napidaw – Myanmar could boost confidence and help to resolve the 
political crisis there.

Timor-Leste’s accession takes place within a complex and contested geopolitical environment. Its strategic 
location between Indonesia and Australia, combined with its history of balancing its foreign policy, gives it 
a unique position within the bloc. However, this also means great power rivalries will influence its 
accession. Its perceived growing dependence on some countries for its infrastructure development 
could complicate ASEAN’s already fractured positions on regional geopolitics, for example, the South 
China Sea.



Despite this, the analysis shows that ASEAN membership offers Timor-Leste a crucial opportunity to 
diversify its international partnerships, moving beyond its traditional donors like Australia and Portugal. 
By becoming a full member, Timor-Leste gains a new platform to raise its diplomatic visibility and attract 
development funding and investment from a wider array of partners. In this way, membership is a strategic 
move that places the country “on the radar” of regional and global powers, positioning it as a “gateway to 
long-term partnerships” rather than a short-term fix.

The Strategic Outlook

Based on a comprehensive review of the evidence, this analysis concludes that despite challenges, Timor-
Leste has demonstrably fulfilled the procedural and political milestones for full membership in ASEAN. Its 
systematic legal harmonization, proactive bureaucratic reforms, and consistent diplomatic engagement 
over more than a decade demonstrate that it is a serious and capable candidate. The analysis confirms that 
Timor-Leste has laid the necessary legal foundation and shown the political will to be a contributing 
member of the bloc.

Whether Timor-Leste is prepared to fully integrate and contribute as a dynamic member in the long run, 
despite the country’s deep-rooted structural weaknesses, this reflection suggests that optimism persists. 
Its reliance on oil revenues and human capital deficits represents significant hurdles for seamless 
integration. However, Timor-Leste has shown it can navigate the complex regional landscape, slowly 
coping with the development agenda, fulfilling its obligations as an ASEAN member, and gaining regional 
recognition. In addition, Timor-Leste’s accession presents a test for ASEAN itself. The bloc’s ability to 
effectively narrow the development divide and support a fragile member without exacerbating its own 
institutional challenges will define the success of this enlargement.

Furthermore, to ensure that Timor-Leste’s membership becomes a catalyst for sustainable development 
and a genuine asset to the regional community, the following strategic recommendations are proposed:

For Timor-Leste:

1. The government could create a permanent ASEAN Integration and Competitiveness Council to 
institutionalize ASEAN engagement at the highest level. This body would ensure that the vast number 
of obligations are sequenced and managed effectively, preventing administrative overload and 
guaranteeing that membership is a driver of domestic reforms.

2. Timor-Leste should leverage its new membership to attract private investment and build out non-oil 
sectors like tourism and agriculture. This should be done through a phased approach to integration 
into the ASEAN Free Trade Area, and bilateral

3. Economic arrangement with member states, similar to the paths taken by Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
and Myanmar, which will protect its nascent industries while they grow.

4. Conducting sustained and targeted investment in vocational training and language skills is critical to 
addressing the country’s skills gaps and enabling its workforce to benefit from regional labor mobility 
opportunities.

For ASEAN:

1. The ASEAN Secretariat needs a stronger mandate and better funding to effectively monitor 
implementation and provide targeted technical assistance to new members. A more robust and
politically empowered Secretariat would help level the playing field and improve the bloc’s overall 
coherence, assisting more economically weak members to advance.

2. The Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) Work Plan should formally add Timor-Leste as an eligible 
country for support. This would channel crucial capacity-building funds and technical
assistance from wealthier members to where they are most needed, including Timor-Leste and 
Myanmar.

Closing Remarks

Timor-Leste has shown remarkable adjustments and progress to become a full member, which can 
contribute to the organization. In turn, ASEAN should treat Timor-Leste’s integration not as a purely 
procedural exercise but as a project of its own and show the ability to support the nation’s institutional 
development and implement pragmatic reforms for Timor-Leste to change and progress, both as a people 
and a nation. The success of this new chapter in ASEAN’s history will depend not only on the Timorese but 
on a collective commitment of ASEAN to move beyond a purely consensus-driven model toward one that is 
more inclusive, responsive, and effective.

This is a personal opinion and does not bind the institution with which the writer is affiliated.
(Footnote is with the author).


