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Foreword

by Federica Mogherini

High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy Vice-President of
the European Commission

Throughout the 20" century, a number of
political scientists and novelists imagined
that the next century would be dominated by
continental blocs clashing with one another.
When the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) was
founded, in 1996, it was becoming clear that
our “brave new world” called for a true dia-
logue between continents and civilisations.
The need for intercontinental alliances is even
clearer today, as we celebrate ASEM’'s 20%
birthday: the world we live in has never been
this “small”, the challenges we face are truly
global in their nature. Worldwide platforms for
policy dialogue are more important than ever.

Far from being a liability, the informal nature
of ASEM is one of its major strengths. The
Meeting helped building “an indispensable
bridge” between our continents, as the book
you are now holding in your hands rightly
states. ASEM now has 53 partners, includ-
ing two regional organisations (the European
Union and ASEAN), 21 countries in Asia and 30
in Europe. Twelve G20 members are part of
the Asia-Europe Meeting It represents an ap-
proximate 60 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion, GDP and trade. ASEM holds an immense
potential as a pivot for political, economic and
social cooperation on a global scale.

At the same time, ASEM’s 20" anniversary
should be seen as an opportunity for reflec-
tion. Where do we want ASEM to go? Can we
do better and ensure that it brings additional

ASIA-EUROPE
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benefits to the countries and peoples of Asia
and Europe? It is with these questions in mind
that the European External Action Service has
commissioned this study, financed by the Eu-
ropean Commission. Six eminent independent
researchers and ASEM experts from both Asia
and Europe have looked into these questions
and have put forward a number of recom-
mendations. These will now serve as an input
into the discussions on the future of ASEM
in the lead-up to the 12" ASEM Foreign Min-
isters’ Meeting, which | will chair in Luxem-
bourg on 5-6 November 2015, and, ultimate-
ly, the 20" anniversary summit in July 2016.

This book concludes it is time for ASEM to
come of age. On its side, the European Union
is ready to ensure that ASEM continues to
be a success into the next decade. After the
Middle East, Asia is the region | visited the
most since the beginning of my mandate as
EU High Representative. It did not happen by
chance: | believe Europe matters to Asia as
much as Asia matters to Europe. It matters
for our economic prosperity, for our common
security and the security of the whole world.

Today we know there is an alternative to a
world of conflictual blocs clashing for hege-
mony, to everyone’s detriment. We need to
build a global network of regional partner-
ships and intercontinental alliances - and
ASEM can be at the core of our joint efforts
towards a more cooperative world order.
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For nearly two decades ASEM has played a key role as a forum for dialogue and cooperation
connecting Asia and Europe. ASEM’s value and continuing importance in today’s politics,
diplomacy, and inter-regional relations is uncontested. Yet, as an (informal) institution ASEM
is destined to evolve along with a transforming global environment. Since its inception in
1996 the forum has changed significantly. It has enlarged substantially, adapting itself to
an increasingly multipolar world, an expanding European Union, and a progressively more
interdependent Asian region. As for substance, the process is now covering much more
ground, reflecting newly emerging global challenges that Asia and Europe need to tackle
together. Furthermore, ASEM has taken incremental steps to strengthen coordination, and
to translate the informal dialogue process into tangible outcomes and common policies.
Nevertheless, ahead of ASEM’s third decade, it is clear that opinions are divided on the
future direction of the forum. Tension exists between often all too high expectations and
the forum’s limited capabilities. A gap can be perceived between those emphasizing the
informal dialogue process, and those seeking to increase concrete joint endeavors.

The overall conclusion of this independent academic study is threefold. First, ASEM should
build on and further promote its strengths. These include informal dialogue and networking,
flexibility, the inclusion of non-state stakeholder groups, and, as a result of the enlargement
process, the presence of a large number of key regional and global players. Second, ASEM
can draw valuable lessons from other processes, including with regard to vision and ob-
jectives, priority areas of cooperation, and more effective coordination. Third, ASEM should
adapt in order to meet the new challenges of a changed global agenda. This can be done
inter alia by focusing on “ASEM added-value” issues, making optimal use of variable geom-
etry, strengthening ties with stakeholder groups, promoting public awareness, and further
enhancing coordination mechanisms. The following overview lists the specific recommen-
dations yielded by the different chapters in this study, with a view to addressing ASEM’s
shortcomings and improving its performance into its third decade.

Vision and Objectives

- Refine ASEM’s vision, including clear objectives and strategic priorities, in a short, sim-
ple and visionary “Ulan Bator Declaration”, outlining ASEM’s new narrative of relevance
in the 21 century, to be adopted at the 20" anniversary summit in Mongolia in 2016.

- Craft a compelling vision of a bustling Asia-Europe “Marketplace” — a well-connected
bazaar where trade and ideas flow both ways from Asia to Europe and Europe to Asia. All
ASEM initiatives and projects should be geared towards enhanced connectivity of ideas.

« Focus on a small cluster of issues allowing for real exchanges of views, ideas and ex-
periences. Issue a short and sharp “action plan” outlining the key issues for dialogue
and joint actions in the next decade.
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Informal Approach

- Facilitate informality at summits and ministerial meetings:

v/ Limit introductory interventions and emphasize free-flowing discussion.

v Promote Retreat Sessions, in a “leaders/ministers only” or a “leaders/ministers
plus one” format.

v/ Implement a “Working Tables” format, each chaired by one country, and including
two short keynote introductions, followed by free, open and informal discussion.
Link these thematic small-group discussions to the overarching theme of the ple-
nary. Report outcomes and overall “vision” of the meetings back to the final plenary.

Substance and Content

- Sharpen focus on issue areas in which ASEM can make a difference (which have
“ASEM added value”). Link these issues with the agenda of the summit and reflect
them in the Working Tables proposed above.

v A sharper focus will also rekindle interest and promote representation at the
highest levels.

- Promote connectivity: Set focused objectives, share practices and exchange ideas,
rather than aim to achieve physical connectivity and infrastructure projects.

v/ Create an ASEM connectivity index. ASEM can only function as an incubator for
so-called hard connectivity. It can, however, propose an updated review of major
hard-connectivity projects between Asia and Europe, for example.

v Include issues related to the Arctic development agenda or Arctic maritime
transport routes, making full use of ASEM’s enlarged membership.

- Foster global governance by focusing on non-traditional security.

v/ Focus on common security challenges especially with ASEM’s less-developed
partner countries in mind, including growth and jobs; sustainable development;
inequality, women and children; protection of minorities; radicalization; coun-
ter-terrorism; refugees and immigration.

v Define objectives for customs cooperation and facilitation through operational
discussions, for example on procedures and standards. Deliverables here include
an agreement on planning and developing border security. Explore the creation
of a “Customs Training cluster”, bringing together different arrays of specialists.

v/ To contribute to the fight against piracy, provide a platform for consensus build-
ing and informal consultations, aiming to share experiences, best practices, and
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expertise, and build a common agenda.

v/ Promote sustainable tourism. An ASEM Green Travel Initiative can link tour op-
erators and tourism professionals with Ministries of Tourism and NGOs active in
this field.

v/ Organize a yearly ASEM seminar on mediation and peace diplomacy, compara-
ble to the annual ASEM Human Rights seminar.

v Organize an official ASEM Cyber-security contest.

v/ Publish and regularly update the ASEM Public Diplomacy Handbook, focusing on
the best non-traditional ways to promote the Asia-Europe dialogue.

- Revive the economic pillar, for example through discussions on economic policy de-
velopment, including on sustainable growth and development, sustainable agricul-
ture, energy efficiency and conservation as well as urbanization.

v/ Launch initiatives conducive of an “investment atmosphere”, acting as a cata-
lyst more than an operator.

v Establish a dedicated “Connectivity Forum”, bringing together the private sector,
media and civil society organizations to discuss those infrastructure-related is-
sues with an impact on sustainable development, security and climate change.
Private sector actors could be invited to meet with ASEM Economic Ministers,
serving as an opportunity to revive the EMM.

v Strengthen private sector participation to deepen business-to-business cooper-
ation, with a special focus on small and medium-sized enterprises.

v Consider the creation of an ASEM Business Advisory Council (cf below).

- Enhance soft connectivity.

v/ More clearly “brand” ASEM-led educational exchanges and explore the idea of a
preferential status/priority given to ASEM students in universities in Asia and Europe.

v Explore the idea of an ASEM University, based on the model of the UN University.

v Establish dedicated ASEM Boards of Experts/Personalities, in fields such as Ac-
ademic Exchange, Social and Human Rights, Media, and Youth.

Tangible Cooperation
(Issue-based Leadership)

- Organize “policy dialogues” on priority areas of cooperation such as those outlined
above, rather than unstructured meetings between like-minded nations.

- Set up 4 to 6 working committees on a few key issues that draw substantial interest
and support from at least 8 to 10 members, in order to evaluate projects and initia-
tives and work to deliver results on the issues identified.
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v/ Provide for regular follow-up, evaluation and monitoring of progress.

- In order to advance tangible cooperation, promote “Variable Geometry ASEM” through
issue-based leadership (IBL). However, initiatives would need to have a clear mandate,
focus, and be supported by mechanisms for coordination, reporting, and evaluation.

v/ ASEM is well placed to increase civil society involvement and track 2 initiatives
in such informal, multi-stakeholder working groups.

Coordination Mechanisms

- Strengthen coordination mechanisms. Three options are viable:

v/ Make minor changes to the current coordination structure, for example by strength-
ening the role of the ASEAN Secretariat, increasing the number of coordinators on
the Asian side from two to four, representing the different sub-regions (Southeast,
Northeast, South, and Central Asia; with Australia and New Zealand coordinating
with Northeast Asia, and Russia with Central Asia). Include a “troika” consisting of the
hosts of the most recent, upcoming, and next summits in the coordination machinery.

v/ Building on the example of the ASEM Education Secretariat, create coordinating offic-
es or appoint rotating coordinating countries based on the idea of sectoral leadership.

v Create a secretariat (or a “light yet permanent liaison office”) in order to cope with
the growing need for coordination and management of an enlarging institution to
achieve effective “institutional memory” and efficient coordination between the
different regional groups.

%k ALl ASEM partners, including the less-developed countries, would be treated
equally.

%k This solution would remedy the uncontrolled proliferation of initiatives,
streamline ASEM projects, and hold the different strands together.

Enlargement

« In order to more fully reflect the inter-continental Asia-Europe character, expand
ASEM on the Asian side, to include additional South and Central Asian countries.

- See ASEM enlargement as a catalyst to revitalize ASEM, rather than considering it as
an impediment to informal dialogue and tangible cooperation.

Relations with Stakeholders

- Increase civil society input and identify champions within the business and academic
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communities that can help support and promote the ASEM agenda.

v/ Strengthen engagement with the business community through the creation of a
committed ASEM Business Advisory Council.

v Allow a representative of the business summit to present the business sector’s
recommendations directly to the leaders at the summit.

v/ Engage the academic community more systematically through the establish-
ment of an ASEM Studies Center (ASC).

v Strengthen the role and participation of young people through “model ASEM”
and by organizing annual ASEM “youth summits” following the official agenda.

v/ Enhance the involvement of the Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP)
in ASEM along the lines of other inter-regional processes involving the EU.

- Move away from the pillar structure in order to avoid “segregating” the different
stakeholders.

v/ Promote horizontal communication between stakeholder groups by establishing
regularized meetings between representations of ASEF, AEBF, AEPF, ASEP and

others.

- Transform stakeholder group meetings into functional, in-depth, sectoral, profes-
sional meetings.

Visibility and Awareness

- Improve the quality of ASEM’s public profile, and promote a better understanding of
what ASEM is and does. ASEM does not need visibility purely for visibility’s sake.

- Focus on ASEM'’s original aim to promote ties and boost mutual awareness between
Asia and Europe.

v/ Promote inter-regional awareness and understanding, especially of and in
smaller member countries.

- Increase online visibility, building on existing Internet initiatives such as the “Debat-
ing Asia-Europe” online debates, in addition to the ASEM InfoBoard.

v Link the ASEM InfoBoard as well as information and news of the process to
partner countries’ Foreign Ministry websites.

- Consider research projects or symposia among experts in ASEM countries on expec-
tations for high-profile initiatives such as the AlIB.
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Introduction

by Bart Gaens, Senior Research Fellow,
The Finnish Institute of International Affairs, Helsinki
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Following the publication of the European Union’s New Asia Strategy in 1994, Singapor-
ean Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong in September of that year proposed the creation of an
institutional framework to bridge the gap in relations between Asia and Europe. The first
Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), held in Bangkok in March 1996, marked the start of a process
that systematically engaged both regions in dialogue and cooperation on political, econom-
ic, and social/cultural issues. Initially forming a gathering of 26 participants from Europe
and Asia, ASEM nearly two decades later has grown into the prime nodal point for relations
between 53 partners from both regions. The forum will celebrate its twentieth anniversary
in July 2016 at the eleventh summit (ASEM 11) in Ulan Bator, Mongolia.

Overall, ASEM can be proud of its achievements. Driven by biennial summits, it has provided
Europe and Asia with a vital platform enabling policy dialogue on a wide variety of issues.
Initially conceived as a “club of like-minded partners”, ASEM was not intended to be a fo-
rum for negotiating agreements, but rather to function as a political catalyst, to promote
common interests in global fora, and to identify priorities for concerted action in pursuit of
these common interests. In almost twenty years ASEM has grown substantially, forming
an indispensable bridge between both regions in an increasingly complex, multi-polar, and
interconnected world.

Policymakers and stakeholders in Asia as well as Europe agree that ASEM is a unique forum
with a distinctive format, and that it would have to be created if it did not exist. ASEM’s
main raison d’étre is marked by at least three core components: informal dialogue; bilateral
contacts and networking; and complementariness to other fora. First, due to its emphasis
on high-level yet informal dialogue it fills a niche as a forum in which dialogue is a goal in
itself. ASEM’s objective to promote a joint awareness of challenges or contribute to a col-
lective recognition of principles through dialogue and engagement at different levels, from
Heads of State to civil society, remains as salient today as twenty years ago. The fact that
European and Asian countries can discuss any globally relevant issue in the political sphere
should be seen as an achievement in itself.

Second, ASEM fosters networking and personal relations between state leaders, ministers,
officials and policymakers of both regions. Bilateral contacts between government leaders
or between the EU and Asian Heads of State continue to constitute an important element
of the biennial summits. ASEM offers economies of scale, allowing states to gain time
and expenses by setting up a number of bilateral meetings in the sidelines of summits.
It furthermore provides a venue for intra-regional meetings, not in the least in the Asian
grouping, thereby promoting regional coherence. At the same time it allows small states to
meet with larger ones, bridging the gap to the G20 for example, and it allows for meetings
with states that are normally not on the radar.
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Third, ASEM offers a comprehensive framework complementing ongoing work in other insti-
tutions, without duplication. The upcoming ASEM Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Luxemburg
in November 2015, for example, provides a platform to sound out opinions and hold dis-
cussions in the margins, ahead of the important COP21 (Conference of the Parties to the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) in Paris later this year.

Ironically these strengths are often singled out as shortcomings. ASEM is criticized for being
little more than a forum for dialogue and networking, or for only functioning as a venue
for bilateral meetings that are deemed more important than the actual inter-regional sum-
mit itself. Furthermore, it is often difficult to pinpoint any tangible achievements or visible
results, including on how effectively ASEM has functioned as a catalyst or has contributed
meaningfully to agendas, objectives and solutions pursued in other fora.

Without a doubt one of ASEM’s greatest challenges at present is the lack of consensus
among its participants and stakeholders on how to proceed. ASEM partners are divided on
an overarching vision for the future, and on the way forward in order to enhance the process
in terms of coordination, working methods, objectives and outcomes.

Is it sufficient for ASEM to be an informal

dialogue process, or should it aim to achieve more?

Is it enough for a forum consisting of 51 countries and 2 institutions from Asia and Europe
to primarily aim to create a collective consciousness through confidence-building measures?
Should coordination and management of the forum be strengthened, in particular in view of
ASEM’s enlargement process during the past decade, more than doubling its membership?
How can informality be maintained with 53 partners around the table, and how can the pro-
liferation of initiatives, meetings and projects obtain focus in view of ASEM’s objectives? How
can ASEM make optimal use of recent enlargement processes, in particular in the light of
a rapidly changing global environment? How can the forum increase its global visibility and
outreach? How can ASEM’s stakeholders, such as civil society, parliaments, the private sector,
the academic community, and the general public be more closely aligned with the process?
Importantly, what is ASEM’s added value vis-a-vis other multilateral or bilateral fora?

Anniversaries provide excellent opportunities for critical self-reflection. At the tenth ASEM
Summit, held in Milan on 16-17 October 2014, “Leaders tasked the ASEM Foreign Ministers
and the Senior Officials to submit concrete recommendations on the future direction of
ASEM to the next summit, when the 20" anniversary of ASEM will be marked” (ASEM 10,
Chair's Statement). The “ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM” (Bangkok, 30
March 2015) provided a first source of input and ideas.! In the run-up to the summit in Mon-
golia in 2016, this independent study aims to make a further contribution to feed into the

1 The outcomes of the different panel discussions during the symposium were summarized in the “Bangkok Initiatives on the Future
Direction of ASEM”.
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discussions on the future of the process. It critically examines ASEM’s strengths and current
challenges, with a view to providing concrete input and recommendations.

Rather than looking back on ASEM’s accomplishments in the political, economic, and social/
cultural pillars, it is the specific goal of this academic study to explore ASEM’s current state
in order to identify possible future directions. The contributors to this study, three from
Europe and three from Asia, have analyzed the process based on both qualitative research
and interviews with experts and stakeholders. Research was conducted on primary sources
such as ASEM-related policy papers, statements, and official proposals for strengthening
working methods and institutional mechanisms. This was complemented by secondary aca-
demic sources and media reports. In addition, the study applied a comparative perspective
in order to draw lessons from achievements and best practices in other inter-regional fora.

The study consists of six chapters, each followed by policy recommendations. Chapter One
takes a comparative look at ASEM and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). ASEM,
launched in 1996, was seen by some as Europe’s response to APEC, inaugurated in 1989
when ministers from 12 member economies met in Canberra to call for more effective
transpacific economic cooperation. APEC has since then enlarged from 12 to 21 member
economies, and its agenda, while still primarily focused on trade and investment issues,
has broadened to include various technical and non-traditional security issues. The chapter
compares the trajectories, evolving agenda and goals of both fora, and explores possible
lessons that ASEM can draw from APEC in “remaking” itself, in order to retain a role and
relevance in an ever evolving forum circuit.

Chapter Two as well takes a comparative perspective in order to learn from experiences
in other fora, in particular the EU-Africa Strategic Partnership and the EU-CELAC (Commu-
nity of Latin American and Caribbean States) process. The chapter points out similarities
and differences between ASEM and these two other mega “umbrella processes”, and ex-
plores how they each reflect the EU’s search for stronger global relevance and visibility.
The chapter examines possible lessons that ASEM can learn to improve the ways in which
the dialogue is conducted, and more in general how to revive and renew the Asia-Europe
partnership in a rapidly-changing global environment.

Chapter Three deals with ASEM’s “open and evolutionary” approach and the resulting en-
largement process. After nearly two decades ASEM has evolved dramatically in terms of
membership, now including countries from non-EU Europe, Australasia, Eurasia, South Asia
and Central Asia. This development clearly reflects a “multipolarizing” global environment,
but at the same time it poses a number of challenges. This chapter analyzes the potential
of a partnership of 53 members, and looks at future implications of enlargement for the
process as well as content. It examines how a gradually expanding inter-regional partner-
ship can maximize institutional effectiveness and achieve “ASEM added value”.

Chapter Four focuses on ASEM initiatives and cooperation. It explores the challenges, per-
tinence, efficiency, credibility and legacy of ASEM’s “tangible and result-oriented activities”.
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ASEM is often criticized for being a talking shop and for lacking concrete achievements. The
analysis looks at the forum’s track record, and argues that ASEM can make an important
contribution in three fields: (1) (soft) connectivity; (2) awareness and sustainability relating
to the liberalization of trade and investment; and (3) global governance, in particular within
the field of non-traditional security.

Chapter Five looks at the most relevant stakeholder groups in the ASEM process. During
the past two decades, ASEM has made remarkable progress in strengthening its bottom-up
dimension and in promoting links with parliaments and civil society, for example. Never-
theless, this chapter argues that the different stakeholder groups can be engaged much
closer, and that outcome-oriented and functional cooperation should be the domain of
stakeholders. The chapter singles out civil society, including youth, academic and research
communities, and the businesspeople, as an under-explored stakeholder group that never-
theless buttresses the inter-regional process.

Chapter Six focuses on visibility. It is a fact that general public awareness of ASEM as an
actor in the global power structure remains low. It is obvious that ASEM'’s basic approach of
confidence-building and confidentiality, its focus on informal dialogue, and the absence of
negotiations or groundbreaking agreements a priori put a limit on the amount of public and
media exposure. Nevertheless, this chapter explores ways for ASEM to increase media visi-
bility, and to enhance the appeal of ASEM-related activities to the general public. It argues
that ASEM should not seek visibility for visibility’s sake, but rather that it should focus the
limited resources on improving the quality of its public profile.

The concluding chapter of the study summarizes the findings and draws lessons from
the comparative and thematic analyses provided by the preceding chapters, culminating in
concrete policy recommendations for ASEM’s future development.
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CHAPTER ONE

A comparative

look at ASEM
and APEC

by Yeo Lay Hwee, Director,
European Union Centre, Singapore



THE FUTURE OF TH

22
1. Introduction

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) and the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
were both conceived in an era of optimism
with regard to regionalism, international
cooperation and multilateralism as answers
to growing interdependence and globaliza-
tion. The two fora were also a reflection of
the economic rise of East Asia, and of the
world economy increasingly being driven
by three engines of growth as represented
by North America, Europe and East Asia.
Among numerous other emerging institu-
tions, both were also fora for soft politics
in which Asian countries were increasingly
actively involved.

Along with the development of a much
more complex and uncertain geopoliti-
cal and geo-economic landscape, many
of these summit-driven processes such
as APEC and ASEM born in the immediate
post-Cold war era are facing challenges in
maintaining their relevance. We have seen
a proliferation of multilateral initiatives,
at the same time while global governance
and multilateralism are being challenged
and diminished. Both APEC and ASEM have
met with increasing criticisms with regard
to their consensus-based approach to di-
alogue and cooperation. Yet there are not
many other clear alternatives. Instead, sim-
ilar fora seem to emerge, resulting in a phe-
nomenon that some scholars have called
“forum-shopping” (see for example, Forman
and Segaar, 2006 and Riland, 2012).

The purpose of this chapter is to compare
the trajectories of APEC and ASEM, and
to explore possible lessons that ASEM can
learn from APEC in “remaking” itself, to re-
tain a role and relevance in this evolving
forum circuit.
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2. APEC and ASEM
— A Brief Comparison

It was former Australian Prime Minister Bob
Hawke who first publicly broached the idea
of APEC during a speech in Seoul in Janu-
ary 1989. Ten months later, 12 Asia-Pacif-
ic economies —the US, Australia, Canada,
New Zealand, Japan, Korea and the ASEANG,
comprising then of Brunei, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thai-
land— met in Canberra to establish APEC.
APEC, as the name implies, had a very spe-
cific economic orientation. Its primary goal
is to support sustainable economic growth
and prosperity in the Asia-Pacific region by
enhancing trade and investment flows, and
at the same time helping to sustain the mo-
mentum of global trade liberalization.

APEC has since expanded to 21 economies,
with China, Hong Kong and Taiwan joining
in 1991; Mexico and Papua New Guinea
in 1993; Chile in 1994; and Peru, Russia
and Vietnam acceding in 1998. After this
enlargement a moratorium was placed on
membership to allow APEC to deepen its
cooperation while coping with the increas-
ing diversities. However, although it did not
expand numerically, after the 9/11 terrorist
attacks, and SARS in 2003, APEC’s agenda
widened to include non-traditional or human
security issues including counter-terrorism,
health and emergency preparedness.

ASEM was in some way a response to the
formation of APEC. The strategic rationale
behind ASEM presented in 1994 was the
concept of closing the triangle to balance
the relations between the three engines of
economic growth. While transatlantic ties
between America and Europe are histori-
cally strong, and transpacific ties have been
strengthened through APEC, ties between
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Asia and Europe remained weak. Hence the
idea arose to establish an Asia-Europe meet-
ing to strengthen ties between both regions.

While economy was also the initial driving
force behind ASEM, the agenda at the very
first summit was comprehensive, encom-
passing also political and socio-cultural is-
sues. Compared to APEC, ASEM thus has a
much broader and multidimensional focus
on a wide range of issues, from reforms in
the UN and issues relating to the WTO, to
people-to-people exchange.

The following are some of the key differenc-
es and similarities between ASEM and APEC.

2.1 Goals and Objectives

The goals and objectives of ASEM are broad-
er, less defined and more amorphous —be-
ing essentially a dialogue forum, it seeks to
address international and regional devel-
opments, promote mutual understanding
and strengthen cooperation between Asia
and Europe. ASEM sees its mission as very
broad— as providing a framework for dia-
logue and cooperation for a whole pletho-
ra of issues. In contrast, APEC has its goals
and objectives set on a narrower economic
focus. As indicated on its website, APEC’s
primary goal is to support sustainable eco-
nomic growth and prosperity in the Asia-Pa-
cific region. More specifically, APEC’s goal to
champion free and open trade and invest-
ment has led to a work program that is more
focused on promoting regional economic in-
tegration, encouraging economic and techni-
cal cooperation, and facilitating a favorable
and sustainable business environment.

The three pillars of APEC’s agenda are
therefore: Trade and Investment Liberal-
ization; Business Facilitation; and Economic
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and Technical Cooperation. This is in con-
trast to ASEM’s three dialogue pillars —the
political, the economic and the socio-cultur-
al pillar (also known as the cultural, intel-
lectual and P2P pillar)— which aim to cover
a whole plethora of issues from strength-
ening multilateralism, addressing interna-
tional and regional political developments
to promoting human rights, fostering sus-
tainable development, enhancing trade and
investment, and engaging in dialogue on
cultures and civilizations or on higher edu-
cation, to name just a few.

Much of APEC’s scope of work is geared to-
wards the goals of free trade set during the
1994 APEC Summit held in Bogor. Known as
the Bogor goals, it envisioned the achieve-
ment of free and open trade and investments
in the Asia-Pacific by 2010 for the developed
economies and by 2020 for the developing
economies. This has since been overtaken
by events, leading to the current negotia-
tions for a mega free-trade agreement, the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) Agreement
among 12 of the 21 APEC members.

2.2 Structure

Because of its strong focus on economics
and business, the APEC Business Advisory
Council (ABAC) is an integral part of APEC’s
structure (see Figure 1.1). There is a clear
institutional arrangement for business
leaders to make recommendations to APEC
leaders. Indeed, the recommendations pro-
vided by the ABAC together with the strate-
gic views of the APEC Ministers feed into the
Summit, where the APEC Economic Leaders
meet and provide broad policy direction.

Even before the set up of ABAC, APEC’s eco-
nomic and business agenda was pushed by
the Pacific Basin Economic Council (PBEC).
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PBEC is an independent business associ-
ation founded in 1967 comprising senior
business executives with interests in the
Asia-Pacific and involved in business ad-
vocacy. Its main priority is to seek to en-
gage governments in the region to improve
business environment and reduce trade
barriers. The Pacific Economic Cooperation
Council (PECC), established in 1980 and
comprising members from business, gov-
ernments and academia from 26 countries
in the Pacific, is another precursor. PECC is
now the only non-governmental observer?
in the APEC process, and its early works in
regional community building has been seen
as the catalyst that led to the establish-
ment of APEC.

The ASEM process has its own Asia-Europe
Business Forum (AEBF). While the AEBF is
often held back to back to the ASEM Sum-
mit, it differs from the ABAC in that the latter
has a Secretariat (in Manila) and meets four
times a year. Representatives of the AEBF
do get a chance to present their views to the
ASEM leaders during the summit, but these
views do not necessarily form part of any
strategic dialogue among the ASEM leaders.

Both ASEM and APEC have the Leaders’
Meeting at their apex. The APEC Summit
is held annually whereas the ASEM Sum-
mit is only held biennially, that is once ev-
ery two years. Both processes are in some
way “summit-driven” but that does not ex-
clude ample activity in between summits.
In fact, APEC has now developed over 150
meetings a year involving ministers, senior
officials, academics and business people.
ASEM has also seen an increasing number
of meetings in between the summits.
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Due to its emphasis on informality and di-
alogue, ASEM does not yet have a Secre-
tariat. On the European side the European
External Action Service (EEAS) and the EU
Presidency coordinate communication and
management in between summits. Two
rotating coordinators carry out this task
on the Asian side. These coordinators work
with their counterparts (senior officials) in
the foreign ministries to manage the pro-
cess, and work towards the organization of
the ASEM Summit and the ASEM Foreign
Ministers’ Meeting, equally held once every
two years, alternating with the summit.

APEC has a Secretariat (established in
1993) located in Singapore. According to
the APEC website, the Secretariat “oper-
ates as the core support mechanism for the
APEC process” providing a central project
management role. This includes “coordina-
tion, technical and advisory support as well
as information management, communica-
tions and public outreach services” and also
assisting APEC member economies in over-
seeing various APEC-funded projects. Until
2009, the APEC Secretariat was headed by
a politically-appointed Executive Director.
An officer of Ambassadorial rank from the
host (chair) economy (that is, the member
economy that is hosting the Leaders’ sum-
mit) filled the position on an annually rotat-
ing basis. However, as of 2010, the Execu-
tive Director is professionally recruited from
any of APEC’'s 21 member economies, and
each contract is for three years. The APEC
Secretariat is staffed by around 60 people.
The Program Directors in the Secretariat are
seconded from APEC member economies,
while the rest of the support staff is open-
ly recruited. Its annual operating budget
of about 5 million USD (approximately 4.4

2 The other two observers in APEC are the ASEAN Secretariat and the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat.
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million euro) is provided by annual contribu-
tions from APEC member economies. Mem-
ber economies can make additional volun-
tary contributions to support projects that
advance APEC’s goals to facilitate trade and
investment and to build capacity.

The Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF), estab-
lished in 1997 to promote people-to-peo-
ple exchange, is considered an integral part
of ASEM’s socio-cultural pillar. It is ASEM’s
only brick and mortar institution. It has re-
cently taken on the task of managing the
ASEM InfoBoard, a website functioning as
the forum’s official information platform.
ASEF is staffed by around 40 people. The
Executive Director, Deputy Executive Di-
rector and several of the Directors of Pro-
grams are seconded from member states,
and the rest are professionally recruited.
According to its 2013 annual report, ASEF
has run more than 600 projects since its
launch in 1997, engaging over 17,000 par-
ticipants in primarily workshops, confer-
ences and seminars. The annual operational
budget of ASEF is close to 6 million Singa-
pore dollars a year (around 4 million euro),
also based on voluntary contributions from
ASEM members.

ASEM has seen a proliferation of ministe-
rial meetings since its establishment as it
strives to develop comprehensive dialogue
and cooperation across all three pillars
equally. Economy and Finance ministers
met regularly in the first decade of ASEM,
but the political and socio-cultural dialogue
has since superseded the economic aspect.
Ministers of Economy have not met for a
number of years, but meetings between
Ministers of Environment, Education, Cul-
ture, Labor and Employment, and most re-
cently, Transport, have gathered some mo-
mentum. APEC has also seen a proliferation
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of sectoral ministerial meetings, but most
of these meetings, whether on Education,
Energy or Environment, are linked back to
the goals of facilitating trade and invest-
ments. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks on
the US in 2001, APEC’s agenda has also
expanded to include security issues such
as counter-terrorism, and following SARS in
2003, pandemic diseases. Several of these
emerging issues, including emergency pre-
paredness and health, are related to their
impact on trade.

2.3 Working level meetings,
projects and initiatives

APEC’s working level activities and projects
are guided by APEC Senior Officials and
carried out by four high level committees
- the Committee on Trade and Investment;
the Committee on Economic and Technical
Cooperation; the Economic Committee; and
the Budget and Management Committee.
Projects, which take the form of workshops,
symposia, publications and research, are
seen as a vital part of the APEC process as
they are supposed to translate broad poli-
cy directions into concrete actions that can
create tangible benefits.

The Committee on Trade and Investment
coordinates APEC’s work on liberalization
and facilitation of trade and investments.
The Committee on Economic and Techni-
cal Cooperation assists Senior Officials in
identifying cooperation in the technical area
and initiatives that can help build capacity
and promote trade and investments. The
Economic Committee has a mandate to
promote structural reform within APEC by
undertaking policy analysis and action-ori-
ented work, while the Budget and Manage-
ment Committee advises the Senior Officials
on budgetary and administrative issues.
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In contrast, most of ASEM'’s initiatives are
more ad hoc and not managed by any Com-
mittees. Any ASEM partner can propose an
initiative under the three broad pillars (usual-
ly taking the form of a conference/workshop)
as long as it is willing to fund and organize
it. There are a few ongoing projects and ac-
tivities (such as the Informal Human Rights
seminar) that have “stood the test” of time,
and have become a regular item on ASEM’s
calendar. Indeed ASEM has developed a
number of regular activities and ministerials,
which, according to Pelkmans and Hu (2014),
“reduce the fragility and unpredictability” in
between summits and help “express the
ASEM ‘common interest’ by a certain perma-
nence in exchanging best practices...”

2.4 Engagement with other
sectors of society and
stakeholders participation

As noted in earlier paragraphs, APEC’s eco-
nomic focus on trade and investments has
made it cognizant of the need to engage
the business community. Recognizing the
important role that the business community
can play, APEC leaders established the APEC
Business Advisory Council in 1995 with its
secretariat in Manila. ABAC comprises up
to three senior business people from each
APEC economy. These business representa-
tives are appointed by the respective lead-
ers of the member economies. Members
of ABAC meet four times a year, and the
representatives also attend Senior Officials
Meetings, the annual Ministerial Meetings
and the sectoral Ministerial Meetings. The
Chair of ABAC comes from the economy
that is hosting APEC, and ABAC represen-
tatives present recommendations to APEC
leaders in an annual dialogue at the Summit
and advise APEC officials on business sector
concerns and priorities. ABAC organizes the
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annual APEC CEO Summit, equally held back
to back with the Leaders’ Summit.

Besides the business community, APEC also
actively engages academics and research
institutions through the APEC Study Cen-
ters Consortium. It was in 1993 when APEC
leaders launched the initiative to promote
greater academic collaboration on key re-
gional economic challenges. This led to the
creation of APEC Study Centers (ASC) in uni-
versities across APEC member economies.
There are now 50 ASCs in 20 of the 21 APEC
member economies. Together they form the
APEC Study Center Consortium, which holds
an annual conference hosted by one ASC in
the APEC host economy. The functions and
funding arrangements of these ASCs are
not uniform throughout APEC, allowing for
independence, integrity and also flexibility
in their research focus and topics.

The launch of ASEM in 1996 was shadowed
by the Asia-Europe People’s Forum (AEPF),
a primarily bottom-up initiative by a net-
work of non-governmental organizations
and civil society activists, organized back to
the back with the ASEM summit. Since then,
the AEPF has continued to be held bienni-
ally though not always back to back with
the summit.

The inaugural ASEM Summit also “pushed”
for a meeting of the business community,
resulting in the first Asia-Europe Business
Forum (AEBF) held at the end of 1996 and
hosted by France. AEBF has continued to be
organized regularly, but the AEBF played an
entirely different role than the one played
by ABAC in APEC, as mentioned earlier. Usu-
ally a chairman’s statement summarizing
the discussions and key recommendations
is issued at the end of each ABEF, and pre-
sented to the leaders at the Summit.
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Besides AEPF and AEBF, there is also the
Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership Fo-
rum (ASEP), bringing together parliamen-
tarians. Indeed, it seems that compared to
APEC, there are far more ASEM-related ac-
tivities involving different sectors of society,
from youth (Model ASEM) to editors, jour-
nalists, academics and researchers. Yet, de-
spite the numerous Asia-Europe meetings
of academics and intellectuals that have
mushroomed over the years, no dedicated
ASEM Studies Center exists.

2.5 Achievements

While it is relatively easy to compare the
“physical” characteristics of APEC and ASEM
in terms of goals/objectives, institutional
structure, working methods and activities,
comparing the achievements and challeng-
es requires us to keep in mind several cave-
ats and nuances.

Both APEC and ASEM are primarily trans-re-
gional dialogue fora, inter-governmental in
nature, where non-binding decisions are taken
based on consensus. Indeed, in undertaking
measures to promote trade and investments,
APEC works on the basis of voluntarism and
concerted unilateralism to reduce barriers in
trade and investments. APEC is also wedded
to the desire for both economic and political
inclusiveness, which resulted in the idea of
open regionalism as its central tenet. Uni-
lateral trade liberalization and economic re-
forms are major commitments of APEC econ-
omies. Each individual member economy has
its own Individual Action Plan (IAP) to guide
it towards greater trade liberalization and re-
gional integration, in the process contributing
to free and open trade in the Asia-Pacific.

ASEM remains very much an information-shar-
ing platform and forum for discussing a whole
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range of regional and international develop-
ments. Very few decisions are taken at ASEM
summits, and in between the summits a se-
ries of meetings and conferences take place
to further discuss some of these issues and to
share best practices. The key characteristics of
ASEM as repeated in several of its statements
and document are its informality, multi-di-
mensional character, and flexibility. This has
allowed ASEM to address topical issues in re-
sponse to a changing environment and global
events, resulting in declarations on these is-
sues to reflect their relevance.

Because of the diversity of both APEC and
ASEM membership, APEC’s soft institutional
character and ASEM’s informal nature, it is
not easy to quantify the “achievements” of
these trans-regional fora. Supporters of both
institutions laud the fact that it is the pro-
cess and not the outcome that is important.

On its official website APEC is quick to claim
for itself the role it played in helping to inte-
grate the region’s economies and promoting
trade and investments. Concerted efforts by
the APEC economies to reduce obstacles to
trade and investment in combination with
open regionalism have resulted in a lower-
ing of average tariffs and in fewer quanti-
tative restrictions on trade since 1989. Yet
while it is true that the Asia-Pacific econo-
mies have indeed become more integrated,
and practical measures to facilitate trade
and investments have saved billions of dol-
lars over the years, no one can really say
how much this was due to APEC. As several
APEC scholars, such as Andrew Elek (2009:
7-8), admit, “it is very hard to isolate the
contributions of APEC to the reforms under-
taken” by governments to bring down tar-
iffs, encourage freer mobility of people and
capital, etc. In fact, many economists would
argue that much of the integration of the
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economies is market driven. Michael Tay, a
former Executive Director of APEC, put an
interesting spin on APEC's achievements
by comparing it to an organism ‘“achiev-
ing progress, not through legalistic formal
mechanisms but through the disparate ef-
forts of the clusters of people working in
different sectors to advance regional well
being and growth” (Tay, 2009: x).

Other policy analysts such as Peter Drysdale
and Charles Morrison (2009) point out that
APEC has helped to facilitate the search
for a workable trade-related and economic
diplomacy strategy in an incredibly diverse
Asia-Pacific region. However, it is not only
economy that is important. APEC is also a
forum facilitating dialogue on important
regional issues and ameliorating political
tensions among the various Asia-Pacific
powers.

Similarly, dialogue and cooperation be-
tween Asia and Europe have increased
over the years since the launch of ASEM.
In a recent stocktaking exercise, Pelkmans
and Hu (2014) noted that “ASEM has devel-
oped a growing number of regular activities
and ministerials” and that “these regular
encounters demonstrate a degree of ma-
turity in Asia-Europe relations”. Again, the
increasing number of encounters and initia-
tives is probably due to the heightened im-
portance of Asia as a region, not in the least
because of rising powers China and India.
But also the growing number of common
challenges that could not be resolved with-
out cooperation between Asia and Europe,
and the proliferation of fora linking Asia
and Europe are important factors. For sup-
porters of the ASEM process, this in itself
can be taken as an “achievement” as it was
envisaged from the beginning that ASEM is
not meant to replace other fora but should
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stimulate and facilitate progress elsewhere.

More concretely, one of the key achieve-
ments of APEC, pushed by the business
community, was the launch of the APEC
Business Travel Card (ABTC) scheme in
1997. This scheme was to allow for fast and
efficient travel for business people within
the APEC region as the ABTC allows busi-
ness people pre-cleared, facilitated short-
term entry, and allows multiple entries into
participating economies for a three-year
period. Valuable time is saved as it removes
the need to individually apply for visas or
entry permits. Holders of ABTC also benefit
from faster immigration process through
special APEC lanes at major airports.

According to the APEC website, the scheme
is well received, and has shown steady in-
crease in applications. Over 160,000 ABTCs
have been issued. A study done by the APEC
Policy Support Unit points towards substan-
tial savings in time and money. According
to the study, the ABTC scheme reduced
transaction costs for ABTC holders by 38%
between March-July 2010 and March-July
2011, with monetary savings of 3.7 million
USD (approximately 3.3 million euro) and
immigration time savings of 62,413 hours
(APEC Website).

Besides the APEC Business Card, APEC has
produced useful and up-to-date information
to promote regional harmonization of stan-
dards and conformance procedures and to
assist industries and business, for example
through the APEC Energy Standards Infor-
mation System (providing information on
energy efficiency standards and labeling
that apply to products in the APEC region);
the APEC Harmonization Center (promoting
requlatory reform and harmonization for
the Life Sciences industries); and the APEC
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Cross Border Privacy Rules system (to build
trust amongst businesses and consumers
on the cross-border flows of personal infor-
mation). Documents such as APEC Building
Codes, Regulations and Standards, and a
Guidebook on APEC Projects have also been
produced. Additionally, APEC has tried to
facilitate the mobility of professionals by
setting up an APEC registry for Architects
and Engineers. It has not been studied how
much these systems have been accessed
and used, and what has been their impact
on businesses and professionals. Neverthe-
less, APEC can undeniably claim some “tan-
gible” results.

The most concrete manifestation of ASEM
has been the establishment of the Asia-Eu-
rope Foundation (ASEF). Yet, according to
critics, ASEM has not generated what is per-
ceived as concrete, tangible benefits.

2.6 Criticisms and Challenges

It is interesting to note that despite a num-
ber of differences between APEC and ASEM,
they have both faced rather similar crit-
icisms and challenges. The most common
criticism against both fora is that they are
mere talk shops. In fact, APEC has been
derided by some as “A Perfect Excuse for
Coffee”. Of course, such criticism misses
the point as APEC and ASEM are indeed set
up to be dialogue fora, and “talking” is very
much part of the process. Perhaps what is
more important is to look at what is being
“talked about” and the atmosphere in which
these talks are taking place. This is where
the other criticism comes in, particularly for
ASEM, namely that the talks are too broad
and not deep enough, and that, as a result,
some leaders have not been interested
enough to show up for summits.
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Other criticisms directed at both APEC and
ASEM range from the absence of priorities,
leading to a proliferation of meetings and
initiatives stretching the already thin re-
sources. The consensus decision-making is
also often associated with the “lowest com-
mon denominator”, and aspirational goals,
rather than binding targets, are seen as a
reason for the lack of concrete or tangible
results. Critics have also felt that even if it
is the process and not the outcome that is
important, then the processes should be
streamlined in order to prove more effi-
cient and impactful. Additionally, processes
should eventually lead to something more,
contributing for instance to norms building,
or having a transformative impact on the
relationships among the members.

The greatest challenge for both APEC and
ASEM is that their members do not share a
single vision. The fact that both fora have
widened before they could be deepened,
has compounded the problems of achieving
consensus, resulting in multiple visions. For
example, those in APEC who were in favor
of the grouping becoming a trading bloc
were frustrated with the performance and
the slow progress achieved through unilat-
eral liberalization. Attention has therefore
been diverted from APEC to other prefer-
ential trading arrangements such as the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).

Another challenge that both APEC and
ASEM face is finding a “niche” within the
proliferation of fora and the expanding re-
gional/trans-regional architecture. Increas-
ing competition exists for attention, time
and resources from these other dialogue
fora and processes, and political interest
in APEC and ASEM has waned. APEC as a
forum to facilitate trade and investment is
now facing competition, for example from
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the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) and the Trans-Pacif-
ic Partnership (TPP). Within the broader
Asia-Europe landscape, competition exists
from other inter-regional and bilateral pro-
cesses such as the EU-ASEAN meetings,
and the series of summits that the EU holds
with its strategic partners in Asia (China, Ja-
pan, South Korea and India).

Both APEC and ASEM currently suffer from
a lack of ownership and champions, and
thus have become bureaucratized process-
es that will continue to be carefully man-
aged, but are painfully slow to reform and
to respond to changing needs. Finding na-
tional champions for these two processes is
probably another key challenge.

Critics have furthermore singled out the
lack of visibility as one of the challenges
of ASEM. APEC did not face this problem
as acutely as world media tend to con-
gregate when the current superpower, the
US, meets its potential challenger, a rising
China. Media coverage on APEC is usually
higher than that of ASEM, but at the same
time, it is usually the bilateral meetings in
the sidelines of the summits that seem to
generate more interest than the summit it-
self. Media coverage of APEC has for many
years been made “interesting” because of
the speculation over the “native” costume
that the leaders will wear for the “family
photo”. But the truth is that except for the
summits, there is very little being reported
on both APEC and ASEM.

ASEM has furthermore been plagued by crit-
icisms on its less than ideal working meth-
ods. Without a secretariat, there is concern
over the “limited institutional memory” as
officials handling ASEM matters in national
administrations change continually. Several
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initiatives have surfaced over the years to
try and address deficiencies in the overall
working methods and strengthen the role of
Coordinators. These have ranged from the
idea of having an ASEM Virtual Secretariat to
initiatives to provide technical support to the
coordination of the ASEM process, including
through an ASEM Chairman’s Support Group.
Unfortunately all these initiatives have not
quite worked and they have all faded into
oblivion. The debate on whether ASEM
should have a small Secretariat or to per-
haps equip ASEF to take on some secretariat
functions will likely continue to surface.

APEC and ASEM will continue to be chal-
lenged by the extent and pace of changes
taking place in their respective regions and
globally. APEC comes up short in terms of
coping with the demands required in pro-
moting multilateral cooperation, connect-
ing the economic realm to the security and
political fields, and providing leadership on
global issues. Similarly, questions could be
asked if ASEM should continue to be just a
forum for the exchange of views and con-
cerns, or whether it should step up to help
address major challenges by engaging in
collective problem solving.

2.7 Trajectories of development

Looking at the trajectories of both APEC
and ASEM, we can detect similar trends, at
least from what is gleaned from research
papers, academic writings and media anal-
ysis — a short period of euphoria leading
to hyped up expectations, followed by dis-
appointment and frustrations, and calls to
review, rethink and re-energize the goals
of the fora and streamline the processes
in order to retain relevance. Some analysts
have indeed noted that despite important
differences between the two fora (APEC
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starting clearly with the presence of the US,
a hegemonic power, and with a much more
limited agenda, and with the assumption
of the emergence of an Asia-Pacific com-
munity), both “not only share many specific
characteristics, but also very limited policy
relevance” (Maull and Ofken, 2003: 248).

APEC started modestly in 1989, but was
then hyped up in 1993 when then US pres-
ident Clinton decided to call for a summit
meeting in Seattle to signal the growing im-
portance of Asia-Pacific trade, and using it as
antics to put pressure on the Europeans for
the conclusion of the Uruguay Rounds of ne-
gotiations at the GATT (General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade), the predecessor of the
World Trade Organization (WTO). The 1994
summit in Bogor hosted by Indonesia came
up with the ambitious APEC Bogor goals that
aimed for free and open trade and invest-
ments in the Asia-Pacific by 2010 for the
developed economies and by 2020 for the
developing economies. However, differences
in end goals or vision for the region led to
compromises for a voluntary unilateral ap-
proach towards liberalization as contained
in the Osaka Action Agenda in 1995. The
Osaka Action Agenda provides a framework
for meeting the Bogor goals through trade
and investment liberalization and business
facilitation, underpinned by dialogues, eco-
nomic and technical cooperation, and indi-
vidual action plans (IAP) submitted by APEC
member economies. APEC member econo-
mies set their own timelines and goals, and
undertake these actions contained in the IAP
on a voluntary and non-binding basis.

Those who preferred a stronger, binding
commitment to open and free trade and
investment in the Asia-Pacific saw this as
APEC’s first setback. But it was the inaction
or lack of coordinated response to the Asian
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Financial Crisis (AFC) of 1997-98 that en-
gendered severe criticism. Alternative fora
such as the ASEAN Plus Three (APT), which
emerged during the AFC, led to a sense of
a nascent East Asian regionalism, seen as
potentially challenging a broader Asia-Pa-
cific regionalism. A few years later, the 9/11
terrorist attacks on the US led to the broad-
ening of APEC’s agenda to include security
issues, which further diluted the forum'’s
original goal of achieving free and open
trade and investments in the Asia-Pacific.

APEC has since then “suffered” from what was
seen as “mission creep”, with more and more
dialogue but less and less focus and depth on
the key issues of trade and investment lib-
eralization. Several policy analysts attributed
the proliferation of dialogue and issues to the
enlargement of the membership, and hence
from 1998 onwards a ten-year moratorium
was placed on APEC expansion.

As APEC celebrated its 20" anniversary,
there were various reviews and attempts to
“revitalize” it. Some of the measures taken
included strengthening the APEC Secretari-
at by establishing the APEC Policy Support
Unit (PSU) —a research and analysis arm
within the Secretariat— to be funded by
voluntary contributions from APEC mem-
bers. The open recruitment of the Execu-
tive Director was another measure, and all
these moves, together with the attempt
to refocus APEC’s agenda on technical is-
sues such as standards and conformance,
customs procedures and capacity building
to facilitate trade and promote invest-
ments, can be seen as attempts to identify
a “niche” for APEC as it faced competition
from other emerging regional structures.
In the view of this author, APEC is perhaps
moving towards becoming more OECD-like,
pointing out a possible future trajectory.
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It would work with APEC governments to
promote policies that will help to create a
more integrated Asia-Pacific through open
and free trade and investments.

When ASEM was first conceived, the stated
goal was very modest, namely to provide
a platform for East Asian leaders to meet
with leaders of the European Union and its
member states. It was also primarily econ-
omy-driven, to connect the two engines
of economic growth in Asia and Europe,
to complement the historical transatlantic
links between the US and Europe and the
emerging transpacific ties between Ameri-
ca and East Asia. However, the euphoria of
the first meeting led to the desire to pursue
a comprehensive dialogue that is not just
about economy, but also political and so-
cio-cultural, hence the three pillars of ASEM.

The initial years of ASEM did try to promote a
more economy-focused agenda with working
groups set up to work on a Trade Facilitation
Action Plan (TFAP) and an Investment Pro-
motion Action Plan (IPAP). Initial enthusiasm
towards trade and investment was also re-
vealed in the early convening of the Asia-Eu-
rope Business Forum (the first AEBF in Oc-
tober 1996, half a year after the inaugural
summit), followed by a meeting in Bangkok in
1997. The AFC did not quite dampen the eco-
nomic agenda, but engendered a social di-
mension, particularly with the discussions on
a social safety net in Southeast Asian coun-
tries such as Indonesia and Thailand that
were badly affected by the crisis. The oth-
er pillars of ASEM gained prominence with
events such as 9/11 and SARS, and also with
the tensions over Myanmar’s human rights
record and its impending participation in
ASEM in view of the respective enlargements
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of ASEAN and the EU (see Chapter Three in
this study). A clear manifestation of the di-
lution of the economic agenda is the failure
to revive the Economic Ministers’ Meeting
(EMM) which has not convened since 2005.3

As ASEM enlarged, its agenda also wid-
ened. The first review of ASEM in 2006, a
decade after the inaugural summit, already
revealed increasing disappointment and
some dissatisfaction with regard to the lack
of “concrete achievements” and the broad
but shallow dialogue.

Efforts have been made since the 2006
review to address some of the criticisms
- such as resisting efforts to bureaucratize
the Leaders’ meeting and introducing a re-
treat for a more informal dialogue amongst
the leaders, creating instruments such as a
Virtual Secretariat, a Technical Support Unit
for ASEM Coordination, and an ASEM Chair
Support Group to help improve the working
methods. Unfortunately, as noted above,
not all of these initiatives have worked. At
the “cusp” of ASEM'’s 20" anniversary, the
forum faces similar issues: questioning the
need for an ASEM Secretariat, balancing
informality and “tangible” benefits, curbing
the proliferation of issues, setting clear pri-
orities, and finding a niche in a very crowded
environment of fora, dialogue platforms and
other soft institutions that have emerged in
Asia and Europe. So where should ASEM go
from here? What lessons can ASEM draw
from APEC, which followed a similar trajec-
tory but received a much-needed boost in
2014 following President Xi Jinping’s call
for a Free Trade Agreement of the Asia-Pa-
cific (FTAAP) (even if this brought APEC
back to the original goals deliberated at the
Summit in Bogor in 1994)?

3 It concerned a “High Level Meeting within the Framework of the ASEM Economic Ministers’ Meeting”. The last full-scale EMM took place

in Dalian, China, in 2003.
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3. Lessons from APEC and
policy recommendations

3.1 Goals and objectives
- offer a compelling vision

It is laudable that ASEM seeks to pursue a
comprehensive dialogue paying equal at-
tention to all three pillars of dialogue, but
the experience of APEC shows that having
a more specific goal and more focused
agenda is useful in crafting a more com-
pelling vision and in drawing attention to
the ongoing work. APEC’s goal to champion
free and open trade and investment in the
Asia-Pacific led to the crafting of the 1994
Bogor goals. Though in the end diversities in
political and economic systems and devel-
opment led to an uneven implementation of
these goals, the Bogor goals remain aspi-
rational, and APEC work programs revolve
around projects and initiatives designed
with a view to reducing barriers in trade and
investments. That has not stopped APEC
from also wading into issues such as envi-
ronment, education, and food security, but
these are often discussed in relation to the
broader picture of trade and investments in
the Asia-Pacific.

ASEM could consider such an approach,
and start to define a more specific goal
and vision. A useful starting point would
be ASEM'’s original impulse, the underlying
economic drivers and hence the initial fo-
cus on the Economic Ministers’ Meeting and
working groups for the Trade Facilitation
Action Plan (TFAP) and the Investment Pro-
motion Action Plan (IPAP).

The Asia-Europe Vision Group (AEVG) in
1999 published a report with recommen-
dations to take ASEM forward. One of the
recommendations was to work towards an
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ASEM Free Trade Agreement (FTA). Knowing
that the feasibility of an ASEM FTA may be
some time away in view of the vast diver-
sities, ASEM could instead craft a vision of
a bustling Asia-Europe Marketplace - a
well connected bazaar where trade and
ideas flow both ways from Asia to Europe
and Europe to Asia. In this vision, all ASEM
initiatives and projects should be geared
towards a robust exchange of ideas, con-
tributing to enhanced connectivity and
eventually resulting in increased trade and
investment flows.

3.2 Engagement of
stakeholders - the business
and academic communities

The role of the business community in help-
ing to push APEC’s agenda on free and open
trade and investment is notable, especially
in the earlier years. It has also resulted in
one of the most visible benefit of APEC, the
APEC Business Travel Card.

ASEM should strengthen its engagement
with the business community and create
a committed and core group of business
executives from Asia and Europe that are
willing to serve in advisory roles similar to
the APEC Business Advisory Council (ABAC).
An ASEM Business Advisory Council could
take the lead in organizing the Asia-Europe
Business Forum (AEBF), ensuring sustained
interest and continuity in following up on
the concerns of the business community,
and advocating reforms that can help facil-
itate trade and investments.

Studies Centers have been instrumental in
increasing APEC’s visibility. Though APEC
is only a few years “older” than ASEM, the
amount of literature on APEC far outnum-
bers that on ASEM. Just a cursory check on
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Google reveals that there are currently 10
times more articles on APEC than on ASEM.
ASEM should therefore consider how it can
engage the academic community more sys-
tematically for sustained interest on ASEM
beyond the official connections. This would
also feed into the vision of an Asia-Europe
Marketplace of ideas. For a start, creating
an ASEM Studies Center somewhere in
Europe could complement the presence of
the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) in Sin-
gapore. The ASEM Studies Center would
also be a useful instrument to support ev-
idence-based policy analysis and recom-
mendations.

In short, ASEM needs to identify champions
within the business and academic commu-
nities that can help support and promote
the ASEM agenda.*

3.3 Institutional structure
— a Secretariat and Working
Committees

The APEC Secretariat was established in
1993 to create a support mechanism for
the APEC process. It was then a small Sec-
retariat with a very limited central budget.
As APEC’s agenda broadened and the scope
of its activities proliferated, the Secretariat
was deemed too weak to be effective. This
led to calls for reforms in the management
structure, resulting in the creation of an en-
tire Policy Support Unit (PSU) in 2008 within
the Secretariat to boost its capacity in pol-
icy analysis. Funding and financial stability
remained an issue since the compulsory
funding into the central budget is minimal,
and additional funding to the APEC Support
Fund is based on voluntary contributions.
The trajectory of the APEC Secretariat per-
haps revealed what officials have always
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“feared”, namely that institutions, once
created, tend to expand. This perhaps un-
derlies the resistance among several ASEM
partners towards the creation of an ASEM
Secretariat at this juncture.

However, a Secretariat does offer a focal
point, a “number” to call when needed, and
provides institutional memory and continu-
ity. If ASEM is to consider a Secretariat, it
should draw on APEC’s lessons and make
careful deliberations on the structure and
how it is to be funded.

Other ways to address the current prob-
lems faced by ASEM especially on the
Asian side with the rotating coordinators is
to look at the Committee structure within
APEC. Marrying this with the earlier idea of
issue-based leadership, ASEM could set up
working committees on a few key issues
that draw substantial interest and support
from at least 8-10 members. ASEM could
then have 4-6 working committees to eval-
uate projects and initiatives and work to
deliver results on these identified issues.
For example, ASEM could have a working
committee on “environmental sustainability
and development”. ASEM partners seeking
to champion this broad issue, caucus to
support policy discussions and projects on
this for the benefit of all.

3.4 Membership
and enlargement

APEC imposed a moratorium on member-
ship in 1998 when it reached 21. It was an
astute move to try and deepen the process
before widening. Yet, even at 21, the diver-
sities within do take their toll on the con-
sensus-based approach in decision-making.

“ See Chapter Five for a more detailed discussion on stakeholder groups in the ASEM process.
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ASEM has more than doubled its member-
ship (from the initial 26 to 53) due in part to
the respective enlargements in the Europe-
an Union and ASEAN (see Chapter Three).
It has expanded beyond its initial per-
ceived bi-regional EU-ASEAN+3 approach
to a more contiguous “Eurasian” character,
geographically stretching from Australasia,
sub-continental Asia to Kazakhstan, Russia
and Europe. Should ASEM therefore place a
moratorium on membership now, or contin-
ue to expand?

If ASEM is to reflect the inter-continental
Asia-Europe character, perhaps expansion
should be limited to the Asian side, to take
in members of SAARC (South Asian Associ-
ation of Regional Cooperation) that are not
yet ASEM participants, such as Sri Lanka,
Maldives and Nepal, and then admit Central
Asian states such as Tajikistan, Turkmeni-
stan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. It would
then allow at least four coordinators on
the Asian side instead of the current two
coordinators —representing the different
sub-regions— Southeast Asia, Northeast
Asia, SAARC, and Central Asia. Australia and
New Zealand could caucus with Northeast
Asia, and Russia with Central Asia. This may
help in some way to improve the coordina-
tion process within the Asian ASEM mem-
bers, and reduce the need for a Secretariat.

4. Conclusion

This chapter started with a comparison of
APEC and ASEM and traced the trajectories
of their developments. When discussing
key challenges and criticisms, the question
comes to mind why members of APEC and
ASEM continue their support (even if per-
functory) of these two processes despite
their rather meager results. This can argu-
ably be answered by the rise of “diminished
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multilateralism” and “forum-shopping”, as
argued by German scholar Jirgen Riland
(2012). Riland contended that despite a
remarkable growth of global and regional
institutions in the 1980s and 1990s, the
current system of global governance can be
best described as “diminished multilateral-
ism”: institutions or fora are created not for
settling collective problems but function as
places of contestation for power and rep-
resentation. Hence these institutions and
fora suffer from shallow institutionalization,
broad agenda, poor nesting and institution-
al redundancy (Riland, 2012: 256).

APEC and ASEM are manifestations of this
broader trend in international relations.
They are fora for soft politics, not institu-
tions for collective problem solving. Mem-
bers of these fora can use them to flag
and discuss political issues, not with the
intention of resolving them but to learn and
understand issues in the hope that mutu-
al accommodation can be achieved (Maull
and Ofken, 2003: 248). In an increasingly
contentious and fragmented world, howev-
er, such fora for dialogue continue to exist
amidst a proliferation of many other variet-
ies and configurations of informal networks
and groups.

In 2009, when APEC celebrated its 20"
anniversary, the then Executive Director
of the APEC Secretariat reminded us that
“20 years is not a long time in the life of
a regional process”. We should perhaps re-
member this as ASEM enters its 20" year
in 2016. There are some lessons that ASEM
can draw from the development of APEC.
But ultimately both APEC and ASEM need
to continue to evolve, albeit at a pace com-
fortable to their members, and identify
their particular “niches” if they are to enjoy
a long shelf life.
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Figure 1.1: Institutional Structure of APEC
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Figure 1.2: Institutional Structure of ASEM
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Table 1.1: An Overview of APEC versus ASEM

Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC)

Asia-Europe Meeting
(ASEM)

21 Member Economies (from both sides of

the Pacific).

3 Observers — ASEAN Secretariat, Pacific
Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) and
Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat.

53 Partners from Asia and Europe,
including regional entities — EU and
ASEAN. (No observers in ASEM).

Goals & Objectives: APEC is a regional
economic forum established in 1989 to
leverage the growing interdependence of

the Asia-Pacific. Its aim is to create greater

prosperity for the people of the region by
promoting balanced, inclusive, sustainable,
innovative and secure growth and by
accelerating regional economic integration.

Goals & Objectives: The ASEM dialogue
was launched in 1996 to address political,
economic and cultural issues, with the
objective of strengthening the relationship
between our two regions, in a spirit of
mutual respect and equal partnership.

The Three Pillars of APEC’s Agenda:

- Trade and Investment Liberalization.
- Business Facilitation.

- Economic and Technical Cooperation.

The Three Pillars of ASEM’s Agenda:

- Economic Pillar.

- Political Pillar.

- Cultural, Intellectual and People-to-
People (P2P) Pillar.

Characteristics:

« Inter-governmental.

- Summit-driven (summit held annually).

« Economics focus / trade driven.

- Policy Direction provided by Leaders at
the Summit.

« Preparation and Inputs by Foreign and
Economic Ministers. These Ministerial
Meetings are held before the Summit.

- Decisions are taken by consensus and
non-binding.

- Implementation of decisions and other
actions are on voluntary basis.

- Institution-light (a small secretariat to
support APEC activities and projects).

Characteristics:

- Inter-governmental.

« Summit-driven (summit held biennially).

- Multi-dimensional, comprehensive
dialogue.

- Aspirational goals, and a host of follow-
up declared at the end of each Summit.

- Preparation for the Summit by Foreign
Ministers and Senior Officials from the
Foreign Ministries and EEAS.

- Follow-up initiatives and projects are
organized and hosted by those members
who proposed them.

« Reluctance to “institutionalize” relying
instead on rotating coordination,
national contact points instead of having
a Secretariat.
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Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC)
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Asia-Europe Meeting
(ASEM)

Brick & Mortar Institution: APEC
Secretariat (located in Singapore).

Key Function: Operates as the core support

mechanism for the APEC process and

provides coordination, technical and advisory

support as well as public communications
and outreach services. It also has a central
project management role, assisting APEC
and its member economies with overseeing
more than 250 APEC-funded projects.

Brick & Mortar Institution: Asia-Europe
Foundation (located in Singapore).
Primary Mission: To promote greater
mutual understanding between Asia and
Europe through intellectual, cultural and
people-to-people exchanges. Also serves
as ASEM conduits to the civil society.

Affiliated Fora:

« APEC CEO Summits.

- APEC Voices of the Future - key platform
for gathering of APEC young leaders.

Affiliated Fora:

- Asia-Europe Business Forum (AEBF).

- Asia-Europe People’s Forum (AEPF).

- Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership
(ASEP) Forum.

Other APEC-related Entities:

- APEC Business Advisory Council (ABAC)
(International Secretariat located in
Manila).

- APEC Study Centers (a consortium of
50 centers exist in 20 of the 21 APEC
member economies).

« APEC Energy Standards Information
System (www.apec-esis.org).

- APEC Harmonization Center
(Secretariat in Seoul)
(www.nifds.go.kr/apec/index.do).

Other ASEM-related Entities (past &

present):

- Asia-Europe Environmental Technology
Centre (AEETC) located in Thailand (from
1998-2003).

- ASEM Aquaculture Platform - supported
by funding from FP7 and Flemish
Research Council for the years 2003-
2013 (www.asemaquaculture.org).

« ASEM SMEs Eco-innovation Center
(www.aseic.org), from 2011, hosted by
Korea in Seoul.

- ASEM Water Resources Research &
Development Center, from 2011,
hosted by China in Changsha
(www.asemwater.org).

- ASEM Education and Research Hub for
Life Long Learning established in 2005
(asemlllhub.org).

- ASEM Education Secretariat, currently
hosted by Indonesia (asem-education-
secretariat. kemdikbud.go.id).
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http://asem-education-secretariat.kemdikbud.go.id
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CHAPTER TWO

The EU as
global

player:
ASEM, EU-AFRICA
and EU-CELAC

- DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT FOLK -

by Shada Islam, Director of Policy
Friends of Europe, Brussels
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1. Introduction

The drive to become a global player is a
central element of the European Union’s
foreign and security policy. It is also an
important part of the EU’s trade and aid
relations, and increasingly evident in al-
most all sectoral policies, including energy,
transport, environment and health. The EU’s
global ambitions are evident in its many
multilateral initiatives, active participation
in international fora and expanding out-
reach regarding foreign and security policy
as well as through the signature of trade
agreements and sectoral dialogues in ar-
eas such as science and technology. On the
bilateral level, cooperation and partnership
agreements have been signed with an array
of countries and regional organizations. In
addition, the EU is engaged in three import-
ant region-to-region or “continent-to-con-
tinent” initiatives with countries in Asia
(ASEM or the Asia-Europe Meeting), Africa
(the EU-Africa Strategic Partnership) and
Latin America (EU-CELAC, the Community
of Latin American and Caribbean States),
which are the subject of this chapter.

Inevitably more amorphous, less structured
and less intense than the EU’s ties with indi-
vidual countries or with regional organiza-
tions, these mega region-to-region or conti-
nent-to-continent dialogues reflect the EU’s
desire to engage with some of the world’s
most exciting and dynamic emerging na-
tions - and to work with them in an increas-
ingly inter-connected, inter-dependent and
complex world. At the same time, the focus
is also on promoting key sustainable devel-
opment goals including eradication of pov-
erty, especially in the least-developed coun-
tries belonging to these three groupings.
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While different in scope and content, all
three fora underline the need for interna-
tional dialogue and cooperation on a range
of complicated global challenges includ-
ing climate change, maritime security and
food and water security. Interestingly, since
they were conceived at different times and
in response to different continental politi-
cal, social and economic realities, they do
not share a common template or common
ambitions and goals. The structure of the
dialogues is somewhat similar —for exam-
ple the regular organization of summits is a
feature of all three— but not identical, with
varying degrees of formality and evaluation
and monitoring mechanisms.

As ASEM prepares to enter its third decade
and discussions focus on how to revive and
renew the Asia-Europe relationship, this
chapter takes a closer look at all three of
these key EU initiatives. The aim is to point
out similarities and differences between
these three mega “umbrella processes”.
The chapter begins with an outline of the
origins, ambitions, working methods and
key guiding documents of each of the three
relationships. It then looks at the common
drivers and how they reflect the EU’s search
for stronger global relevance and visibility.
It also seeks to identify what makes each
relationship different and distinct. Finally, it
explores any lessons that ASEM can learn
from CELAC and EU-Africa ties as for its fu-
ture direction and in order to improve ways
in which the Asia Europe conversation is held
in a rapidly-changing global environment.
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2. “Partners around the world”

Federica Mogherini, the EU High Represen-
tative for Foreign Affairs and Security Pol-
icy, has frequently highlighted the need to
work with “partners around the world, both
with individual countries that have a stra-
tegic importance for us, as well as with re-
gional organisations,” and multilateral bod-
ies (Hinton-Beales, 2015). Speaking at the
Shangri La security forum in Singapore in
June 2015, Mogherini went further by un-
derlining that the EU was not just a big free
trade area but also a “foreign policy com-
munity, a security and defence provider. For
our own people - within our borders and in
the rest of the world”. She added:

We are ready to
take more responsibility
to bring security and
stability in our part of
the world, together with

our neighbours; and with
our global partners - Asia

included.

Federica Mogherini, (2015)

Mogherini's message of the EU as a global
player is especially relevant in today’s com-
plex global environment. But the goal of
making the Union “stronger in the pursuit of
its essential objectives and more present in
the world” was already clearly articulated by
the Laeken European Council in December
2001 (European Council, 2001). A clear refer-
ence to the EU as “inevitably a global player”
is often cited as the hallmark of the Europe-
an Security Strategy published in December
2003 (European Council, 2003). An updated
version of the document released five years
later, carried the argument for an expanded
European global role even further by under-
lining an ambition to become “more strategic
in our thinking and more effective and visible
around the world” (European Council, 2008).
The entry into force in 2009 of the Treaty of
Lisbon with its provisions to create the post of
High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy (merging the role
of Commission of External Affairs and the
High Representative for Foreign and Security
Policy), and the establishment of the Euro-
pean External Action Service (EEAS) provides
added impetus —and gives additional cred-
ibility— to the EU’s search for an expanded
and enhanced role on the world stage.

While the 2003 security strategy made the
clearest reference yet to the EU’s global
ambitions and the significance of building
strategic partnerships with an extensive
network of countries and organizations, the
EU’s international profile stretches back to
the 1963 signature of the first Yaounde
Convention (named after the capital city of
Cameroon) with the group of African, Ca-
ribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries. Part-
nership and Cooperation Agreements were
also signed in the 1960s and 1970s with,
among others, Brazil, India and China (later
transformed into “strategic partnerships”)
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as well as with regional organizations such
as ASEAN (the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations), ECOWAS, MERCOSUR and
others. The pace of global EU engagement
quickened in the 1990s with the launch in
November 1995 of the Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership, also known as the Barcelona
Process, with 16 countries in the southern
Mediterranean, Africa and the Middle East.®

Three other major region-to-region (or con-
tinent-to-continent) dialogues, were also
established in fairly quick succession:

- The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) brings
together 21 Asian countries, plus the
ASEAN Secretariat, 28 EU members,
plus Norway and Switzerland and the
EU. ASEM was launched in March 1996
to strengthen the linkage between Asia
and Europe and will celebrate its 20" an-
niversary in 2016. It is the only interna-
tional forum launched by the EU which
includes non-EU European members.

- The EU-Africa Strategic Partnership
covers 54 members of the African
Union, plus the African Union Commis-
sion, the EU and the 28 EU countries.
Africa and the EU have interacted since
1963 through the Yaounde Convention,
the four Lomé Conventions and the Co-
tonou Agreement signed in 2000 be-
tween the EU and the African Caribbe-
an and Pacific (ACP) group, but the first
EU-Africa summit was held in 2000
and the Joint Africa Europe Strategy
(JAES) was adopted in 2007.

- EU-CELAC includes 33 members of
the Community of Latin American and
Caribbean states, the EU and 28 EU
member states. The first EU summit
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with Latin America and the Caribbean
held in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) in 1999
established a strategic partnership be-
tween the two regions. The creation of
the Community of Latin American and
Caribbean states (CELAC) in 2011 as
a new region-wide political organiza-
tion and therefore a new counterpart
for the EU led to the organization of
the first EU-CELAC summit in Santiago
(Chile) in January 2013.

3. ASEM, EU-Africa and
EU-CELAC: what is similar,
what is different — and why

The mega region-to-region/continent-to-con-
tinent relationships share certain similarities
in their content and structures, including
their focus on sustainable development, but
are conducted in parallel tracks by different
departments of the EEAS. Broadly speak-
ing, socialisation and the encouragement
of greater mutual understanding between
Europe and Asia are clearly stated as a rea-
son for the launch of ASEM. In contrast, the
EU-Africa and EU-CELAC relationships have
had a more specific “nuts and bolts” agenda
for region-to-region cooperation from the
start. In terms of content, trade and business
remain the backbone of Asia-Europe rela-
tions although the two regions are also in-
creasingly working together on regional and
global challenges, including non-traditional
security. The EU-Africa partnership gives pri-
ority to poverty elimination and sustainable
development as well as security issues. The
emphasis in the EU-CELAC relationship is on
Europe and Latin America as partners linked
by strong historical, cultural and economic
ties, as well as people-to-people connections
and common aspirations.

5 The Euro-Mediterranean Partnership was re-launched in 2008 as the Union for the Mediterranean.
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3.1 Goals and Objectives
ASEM: Focus on the future

Asia and Europe have long-standing histor-
ical, economic and cultural ties but ASEM'’s
launch in 1996 was about the future, not
the past. Asian and European leaders who
met in Bangkok at the first ASEM summit
insisted the process would be informal, en-
courage greater Asia-Europe understanding,
allow for a dialogue on regional and glob-
al issues, and boost trade and investment
links. Given the business-like approach of
the encounter, the leaders did not wax lyr-
ical about a common vision for the future
or issue an over-arching guiding document,
agenda for action, or strategy document.

The geostrategic argument was simple: ASEM
was needed to place the Asia-Europe rela-
tionship on a par with the expanding US en-
gagement with Asian states, including through
APEC (Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation, see
Chapter One) and existing close EU-US ties.
However, with Asian economies grabbing the
headlines with their dynamic economic per-
formance and the beginning of the process of
China’s economic transformation, ASEM was
also very much about building more dynam-
ic Asia-Europe economic connections. The EU
wanted a share of the strong growth in Asia
while Asians worried about the “Fortress Eu-
rope” implications of the Single European
Market, the EU’s focus on Central and Eastern
Europe, and the inward-looking debates on the
Maastricht Treaty. Certainly, Asians “wanted to
be sure that they would not be shut out of Eu-
rope. Engaging Europe is also a way of diversi-
fying their economic and foreign policy depen-
dence away from the Americans” (Yeo, 2006).

Since it was envisaged as an informal gath-
ering of leaders, the inaugural ASEM summit
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did not have a structured agenda, with leaders
free to discuss topics of interest. No frame-
work strategic document or long-term vision
for the future was released but the Bangkok
statement (ASEM, 1996) noted ASEM’s key
objectives as follows:

To provide Asian and European
leaders with an opportunity to get
to know one another and build
rapport as a foundation for fur-
ther and continued cooperation
amongst the participating coun-
tries in more specific areas.

To encourage greater understand-
ing between the peoples of the two
regions, provide a unique opportu-
nity to explore new avenues of co-
operation in the political, economic
and social fields and usher in a new
era of closer friendship and cooper-
ation between Asia and Europe built
on shared interests and sustained
through common understandings.

To provide an opportunity for lead-
ers to exchange views on current
regional and global issues, includ-
ing reform of the United Nations,
general disarmament and nucle-
ar non-proliferation, in order to
build greater trust and confidence
amongst the participating countries,
thus contributing to global stability.

To strengthen economic relations
through promoting greater trade
and investment between the two
regions as a complement to ex-
isting efforts to achieve an open,
rules-based trading system within
the framework of the World Trade
Organization.
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To encourage Asian and Europe-
an business and private sectors
to strengthen their cooperation
through increased contact, joint
ventures and transfer of technology.

Four years later, however, in Seoul in 2000,
ASEM Heads of State and Government adopt-
ed the Asia Europe Cooperation Framework
(AECF) to set out the vision, principles, objec-
tives, priorities and mechanisms for the pro-
cess ‘for the first decade of the new millen-
nium” (ASEM, 2000). According to the AECF:

ASEM Leaders envisage Asia and
Europe as an area of peace and
shared development with common
interests and aspirations such as
upholding the purposes and prin-
ciples of the UN Charter, respect
for democracy, the rule of law,
equality, justice and human rights,
concern for the environment and
other global issues, eradication of
poverty, protection of cultural her-
itage and the promotion of intel-
lectual endeavours, economic and
social development, knowledge
and educational resources, science
and technology, commerce, invest-
ment and enterprise.

To this end, Asia and Europe,
building a comprehensive and fu-
ture-oriented partnership, should
work together to address chal-
lenges and to translate them
into common opportunities. They
should in particular be addressed
through our dialogue and joint
endeavours in relation to political,
economic, and social, cultural and
educational issues.
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ASEM partners also recognise the
need to work together in address-
ing the new challenges posed by,
among other things, globalisation,
information technology, e-com-
merce and the New Economy.

EU-Africa relations
- History looms large

History looms large in the EU-Africa rela-
tionship. The EU and Africa have interact-
ed since 1963 through the Yaounde Con-
vention, the four Lome Conventions and
the Cotonou Agreement signed in 2000
between the EU and the African Caribbean
and Pacific (ACP) group. While these ac-
cords were essentially about trade and aid,
the first EU-Africa summit in 2000 placed
a stronger focus on Africa as a partner for
Europe. The EU-Africa Strategic Partnership
established in 2007 in Lisbon moved the
relationship to a new level as both sides
agreed to pursue common interests and
strategic objectives which went beyond the
focus of traditional development policy, and
to forge a partnership of equals.

The overall political framework for the
EU-Africa relationship was set out in a Joint
Africa-EU Strategy (JAES), adopted in Lis-
bon in 2007, identifies four main objectives
of the long-term strategic partnership (Eu-
ropean Council, 2007):

To reinforce and elevate the Afri-
ca-EU political partnership to ad-
dress issues of common concern
(peace and security, migration and
development, and a clean environ-
ment).
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To strengthen and promote peace,
security, democratic governance
and human rights, fundamental
freedoms, gender equality, sus-
tainable economic development,
including industrialisation, and
regional and continental develop-
ment in Africa, and to ensure that
all MDGs are met in all African
countries by the year 2015.

To jointly promote and sustain a
system of effective muiltilateral-
ism, with strong, representative in-
stitutions, and the reform of the UN
system and other key international
institutions, and to address global
challenges and common concerns.

To facilitate and promote a broad-
based and wide-ranging peo-
ple-centered partnership which
should involve non-state actors in
order to create conditions to ena-
ble them to play an active role in
development, democracy building,
conflict prevention and post-con-
flict reconstruction processes.

o
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EU-CELAC - Common aspirations

Their relations have often been marked by
important ideological differences but the EU
insists that Latin American states and Eu-
rope are ‘natural partners linked by strong
historical, cultural and economic ties”
(EEAS, 2015). Mogherini has reinforced the
message by noting the following:

The people of Latin
America, the Caribbean
and Europe have a
long history of common
aspirations. .. nowadays,
we share a wish for
peace and prosperity
that our cultural and
historical roots have

helped to strengthen from

generation to generation.

Federica Mogherini, (EEAS, 2015)

v
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The EU and Latin America and the Carib-
bean held their first bi-regional Summit in
Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) in 1999. Six EU-LAC
summits were held over the coming years
(approximately one every two years), culmi-
nating in the adoption of a comprehensive
Action Plan at the summit held in Madrid in
May 2010 (European Council, 2010).

The establishment in 2011 of a new re-
gion-wide political organization —the Com-
munity of Latin American and Caribbean
states (CELAC)— raised hopes of a more
balanced and a better organized relation-
ship between the two regions and was
followed by the organization of the first
EU-CELAC summit in Santiago, Chile, in Jan-
uary 2013 and the second one in Brussels
in June 2015.

The EU’s key priorities in its relations with
LAC states were set out as follows in 2009
(European Commission, 2012):

More dialogue on macro-econom-
ic and financial issues, environ-
ment and energy or science and
research, intensifying our cooper-
ation in these fields.

More regional integration and
interconnectivity  (through, for
example, a new instrument, the
Latin America Investment Facility
whose main objective is to mobil-
ise additional financing to support
investment in Latin America).

Deepening bilateral relations with
LAC partner countries while com-
plementing EU support for region-
al associations through specific
agreements.
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Adapting cooperation programmes
to the needs of the countries be-
yond the areas covered by tradi-
tional development cooperation.

Involving civil society in the
Strategic Partnership, including
through the creation of an EU-LAC
Foundation.

3.2 Structure and
working methods

All three partnerships have generated a
plethora of meetings on a wide range of
subjects between ministers, senior officials
and experts. Meetings among leaders are at
the apex of all three dialogues. ASEM and
EU-CELAC provide for biennial summits.
Leaders’ meetings within the EU-Africa
context have been less regular, but the aim
is to hold such gatherings every three years.

The summits in all three cases are import-
ant agenda-setting exercises. Although they
may go by different names (“chairman’s
statements”, “declarations”, “action plans”),
documents issued at the end of summits
identify key areas for future cooperation
and discussion, thereby driving the partner-
ships forward, often towards new directions.
ASEM has also restarted its original “re-
treat” session where leaders meet for a real
exchange, with the presence of only one
aide. EU-CELAC also has leaders’ retreats.

Between the biennial summits, foreign min-
isters and their senior officials have an im-
portant overall coordinating role within the
ASEM process, and are assisted in this by an
informal group of Coordinators (two on the
Asian side and two on the European side).



THE FUTURE OF THE

The ASEM Foreign Ministers’ Meeting is
responsible for the overall coordination of
the ASEM process and is a driving force of
ASEM'’s political pillar. While the EU coordi-
nates the European grouping in ASEM, unlike
African members of the EU-Africa relations
or Latin American and Caribbean states be-
longing to the AU and CELAC respectively,
ASEM’s Asian partners do not belong to one
over-arching region-wide organization. Ten
Asian countries are members of the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
while India, Pakistan and Bangladesh are
members of the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).

Many Asian countries are linked to each
other through a “noodle bowl” of free trade
agreements but only meet as an “Asian
group” in their talks with their European
counterparts in ASEM. This leads to chal-
lenges in coordinating an Asian approach,
even if two informal coordinators have
been appointed, one for ASEAN and another
for the non-ASEAN countries.

EU-CELAC relations are also structured
around biennial summits —which include
a “retreat” session— and while there are
regular Senior Officials’ Meetings, no spe-
cial role was initially earmarked for Foreign
Ministers. At their meeting in Brussels on
June 11, 2015, however, EU-CELAC leaders
mandated Foreign Ministers to commit to
a comprehensive and inclusive exercise of
reflection on the future of the bi-regional
relationship, including an assessment of
the programs and actions adopted by the
Summits and of the best way to ensure
these common objectives. The results of
this exercise will be presented during the
bi-regional meeting of Ministers of Foreign
Affairs that will be held in 2016.
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In addition, CELAC's rotating presidency,
which coordinates the Community’s internal
workings, also acts as a single interlocutor
for the EU. The relationship includes a se-
ries of ministerial and expert-level “policy
dialogues” on issues such as drugs, migra-
tion and education.

Interestingly, at an EU meeting with Latin
America in Vienna in 2006, leaders were
separated into six “working tables”, each on
a different topic and chaired by a different
leader. The experiment was not repeated,
however.

Ministerial-level meetings also take stock
of progress achieved in between summits
in the EU-Africa Strategic Partnership but
there is no special role reserved for the
two regions’ Foreign Ministers. Instead, the
focus is on so-called “College-to-College”
meetings between the two region’s exec-
utive bodies —the African Union and the
European Commission— which take place
on an annual basis to provide political and
operational impetus to Africa-EU relations;
they are held on an alternating basis in
Brussels and Addis Ababa.

In addition, “Joint Annual Forums” (former-
ly “Joint Task Force” meetings), covering all
areas of cooperation within the framework
of the Joint Strategy, gather sectoral ex-
perts from member states, institutions, civil
society organizations and other relevant
stakeholders once a year to assess prog-
ress made with regard to the implementa-
tion of the JAES.

Moreover the ongoing dialogue between
the two partners is facilitated through the
AU’s permanent mission to the EU and the
EU delegation to the AU in Addis Ababa.
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ASEM’s focus on informality is therefore in
contrast to the very structured and institu-
tionalized relationship between the EU and
the African Union. The latter includes regu-
lar meetings of the two organizations’ exec-
utive commissions which set the agenda for
the partnership. The EU-CELAC partnership
falls somewhere between ASEM and EU-Af-
rica relations since CELAC’s rotating presi-
dency is also the interlocutor in the region’s
relations with foreign partners and plays an
important coordinating role, including in re-
lations with the EEAS.

3.3 Involvement of stakeholders

Provisions for people-to-people contacts and
socio-cultural links, with a special emphasis
on gatherings of young people, members of
parliament and business representatives are
a common thread running through ASEM,
EU-Africa and EU-CELAC although the man-
ner in which these encounters are organized
and their contribution to the overall relation-
ship are different. The EU-LAC Foundation in
Hamburg and the Singapore-based ASEF
are recognized as responsible, respectively,
for promoting stronger connections between
civil society actors in the CELAC relationship
and in ASEM. But there is also an array of
other initiatives which encourage stake-
holder involvement in the official dialogues.
These include the following:

+ Business “summits” aim to encourage
region-to-region trade and investment
cooperation. In all three cases, such
meetings are held back-to-back with
leaders’ summits. The last EU-Africa
Business Forum which took place on
31 March and 1 April 2014, just before
the EU-Africa summit, brought togeth-
er African and European business lead-
ers representing multi-nationals, large
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corporations, small and medium-scale
enterprises and confederations, and
multilateral and regional institutions.
As is the case for the Asia-Europe
Business Forum (AEBF), the EU-Africa
Business Forum is addressed by sever-
al EU and African leaders as well as by
European and African Commissioners.
In both cases, recommendations by
business leaders are submitted to the
official summits. This is also the case
at the EU-CELAC Business Summit but,
unlike in ASEM, a business represent-
ative was given time to present the
business sector’s views to the official
EU-CELAC summit in June 2015.

« All three dialogues provide for meet-
ings of Members of Parliament. The
Euro-Latin American Parliamentary As-
sembly (EuroLat), created in 2006 and
composed of 150 members (75 from
each region), seems to be the liveliest,
providing for almost a week of delib-
erations in plenary session on a range
of issues. It is also the most structured
with, in addition to plenary sessions,
an executive bureau, standing commit-
tees, working groups and a secretariat.
A representative of the EurolLat also
presented the assembly’s recommenda-
tions directly to the EU-CELAC summit in
Brussels in June 2015. Meanwhile, the
European Parliament’s delegation for Af-
rica and the Pan-African Parliament, set
up in 2004 by the African Union, meet
as the EU-Pan African Parliamentary As-
sembly to monitor the implementation
of the EU-Africa joint strategic partner-
ship and action plans. In comparison, the
Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership
(ASEP) has a less ambitious mandate,
serving as a forum for inter-parliamen-
tary contacts, exchanges and diplomacy.
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- The Asia-Europe People’s Forum
(AEPF), an inter-regional network of
civil society and social movements
across Asia and Europe, emerged in
the mid-1990s out of a common de-
sire and need among people’s organ-
izations and networks across Asia and
Europe to open up new venues for
dialogue, cooperation and solidarity.
Civil society plays a more active and
prominent role in the EU-Africa Part-
nership through the Africa-EU Civil
Society Forum which gathers repre-
sentatives from African and European
civil society organizations to develop
ideas to review the implementation of
the Joint Africa-EU Strategy, to ensure
full participation of civil society in the
EU-Africa Partnership, to evaluate past
experiences, and discuss the future of
the partnership. The role and input of
civil society is also significant in the
EU-CELAC dialogue. In fact, there are
two EU-CELAC civil society fora: one
that is organized by the EU’s Economic
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and Social Committee with its CELAC
counterparts and another organized by
Concord, the NGO federation for relief
and development. There is a third, in-
formal civil society dialogue sponsored
by Cuba but this is not part of the offi-
cial EU-CELAC dialogue.

« Youth participation: In a first for ASEM,

“young leaders” were invited to meet
ASEM leaders at the summit in Milan
in 2014. ASEF is organizing a first-ever
“Young Leaders Summit” in Luxemburg
in November to coincide with a meet-
ing of ASEM Foreign Ministers. In com-
parison, meetings between young peo-
ple are a long-standing feature of the
EU-Africa partnership. The Africa-Eu-
rope Youth Leaders’ Summits provide
the opportunity to formulate concrete
recommendations to EU-Africa Sum-
mits regarding the JAES youth initia-
tives and engagement of the youth in
the future political dialogue. In 2012,
the Africa-Europe Youth Platform was
established to coordinate, monitor and
follow up on the Africa-Europe Youth
cooperation, on an annual basis. Be-
fore the EU-CELAC summit in June
2015, the EU-LAC Foundation organ-
ized “youth days” with the European
Youth Forum and the Latin American
and Caribbean Youth Forum.

- In addition, there is also an EU-CELAC

Academic Summit, while ASEF organiz-
es meetings of journalists and editors.
The EU-Africa Joint Annual Forums
bring together up to 100 sectoral ex-
perts from member states, institutions,
civil society organizations and other
relevant stakeholders to assess pro-
gress made with regard to the imple-
mentation of the JAES.
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3.4 An ever-expanding agenda

All three dialogues have an ever-expanding
and evolving agenda of topics, reflecting
a mix of traditional priorities, new bilater-
al, regional and global realities as well as
emerging challenges. The focus on sustain-
able development is visible in references
inter alia to human resource development,
food security, environmental issues and
health in all three partnerships. There is
a difference, however, in the way in which
these ambitions are articulated and in the
monitoring of their follow-up.

Although demands for “tangible cooper-
ation” are now picking up momentum in
ASEM, leaders have not yet adopted an
over-arching action plan for Asia-Europe
relations. The Asia-Europe Cooperation
Framework (AECF) adopted at the ASEM
summit in Seoul in 2000 aimed to “guide,
focus and coordinate ASEM activities” and
identified some priorities including arms
control, the welfare of women and children,
human resources development, food secu-
rity, environmental issues, migration, trans-
national crime, terrorism and drug traf-
ficking (ASEM, 2000). In the economic and
financial fields, the document indicated that
ASEM efforts should focus on strengthen-
ing dialogue and cooperation between the
two regions, with a view to facilitating sus-
tainable economic growth, contributing to-
gether to the global economic dialogue and
addressing the impact of globalisation. The
AECF does not include references to mech-
anisms to review, monitor and assess just
how these goals should be implemented.

The Joint Africa Europe Strategy (JAES),
painstakingly negotiated by both sides and
adopted in 2007, is the over-arching guid-
ing document of the EU-Africa strategic
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partnership. Implementation of the JAES is
ensured through specific “Action Plans” and
a mechanism for evaluating and monitoring
progress. In addition, the 4t EU-Africa Sum-
mit in Brussels adopted the Roadmap 2014-
2017, which focuses on the implementation
of the Joint Strategy in five priority areas
including peace and security; democracy,
good governance and human rights; human
development; sustainable and inclusive de-
velopment and growth and continental inte-
gration; global and emerging issues (EU-Af-
rica Summit, 2014). The implementation of
the actions included in the Roadmap are
assessed in the framework of joint annual
forums, which gather all stakeholders of the
Africa-EU Partnership.

The “action plan” adopted at the EU-CEL-
AC summit in Brussels on June 11, 2015
includes a number of areas, covering sci-
ence, research, innovation and technology;
sustainable development;, environment;
climate change; biodiversity; energy; re-
gional integration and interconnectivity
to promote social inclusion and cohesion;
migration; education and employment to
promote social inclusion and cohesion; the
world drug problem; gender; investments
and entrepreneurship for sustainable de-
velopment; higher education; and citizen
security (European Council, 2015). A short
political declaration entitled “Partnership
for the Next Generation” was also issued.
While there are no provisions for follow-up,
the statement for the first time mandates
EU-CELAC Foreign Ministers to reflect on
the future of the relationship, including the
assessment of the programmes and ac-
tions adopted by the summits and on the
best way to ensure these common objec-
tives. The results of this exercise will be
presented during the bi-regional meeting of
Foreign Ministers in 2016.
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4. Key drivers of the EU’s
engagement with Asia,
Africa and Latin America

4.1 Geopolitics

Significantly, all three of the EU’s conti-
nent-to-continent relationships reflect the
new geopolitical realities of an increasing-
ly inter-connected, inter-dependent and
complex world. While different in scope and
content, all these mega region-to-region di-
alogues reveal a desire to respond to the
volatile international environment and rec-
ognize that international dialogue and coop-
eration, especially with important emerging
nations, is a compelling necessity. Although
ASEM, the EU-Africa strategic partnership
and the EU-CELAC relationship involve some
of the emerging world’s most impressive
rising powers, the EU’s dialogues also con-
tain strong provisions for encouraging sus-
tainable development in all three regions.

Interestingly, many of these dialogue par-
ticipants are also in the influential Group
of 20 or are working together in formats
such as BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China
and South Africa). China, India, Russia and
the ASEAN states are all members of ASEM,
South Africa participates in the EU-Africa
strategic partnership, and Brazil and Mexico
are members of the EU-CELAC relationship.
The three partnerships allow for wide-rang-
ing and all-encompassing dialogues with
a range of nations, big and small, rich and
poor, democratic or not, on the EU’s vision
of effective multilateralism and issues
covering geo-politics, global and regional
hotspots, international trade and econom-
ics. 21 century challenges such as climate
change, pandemics, trafficking and illegal
immigration are often discussed with all
three regions, the ambition being that such
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exchanges will allow for greater coordina-
tion between the EU and its partners ahead
of international negotiations on issues like
climate change.

Not surprisingly since political dialogue is a
key element of the ASEM process, the em-
phasis on global commons is most prom-
inent in ASEM. High-level ASEM meetings,
whether at summit or Foreign Minister
levels focus on major global issues on the
international agenda, including terrorism,
Weapons of Mass-Destruction (WMD), mi-
grations, dialogue of cultures and civilisa-
tions, environment, human rights, or the im-
pact of globalisation. Questions related to
climate change as well as global drug prob-
lems are on the EU-CELAC agenda. Recent
EU-Africa discussions have also focused
on international terrorism, proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and
organized crime as well as new challenges,
such as climate change and environmental
degradation. The three dialogues further-
more allow for regional developments to
be addressed in a non-confrontational way
whether it is the South China Sea in ASEM,
security challenges in Africa or drug traf-
ficking or citizens’ security in EU-CELAC.

4.2 Keeping up with the
competition

Keeping up with competition from the US
and increasingly from China has acted as
an important driver for European engage-
ment with all three continents. ASEM was
launched to bolster the Asia-Europe rela-
tionship by putting it at the same level as
the strong ties between Asia and the US
and between Europe and the US. The EU’s
renewed focus on Africa has largely been
promoted by increased Chinese engage-
ment with the continent. Furthermore, the
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EU is acutely aware that it is losing its tra-
ditional economic presence in Latin Amer-
ica as China becomes the second largest
source of Latin America’s imports after the
US, and the third largest destination of its
exports after the US and the EU. Beijing an-
nounced the formation of a new ministerial
meeting with CELAC in February 2014. The
China-CELAC Forum met for the first time in
January 2015, with Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping presiding over the opening ceremony.

4.3 Sustainable development

Sustainable development has been a fun-
damental objective of the EU since 1997
when it was included in the Treaty of Am-
sterdam as an overarching objective of EU
policies. EU leaders launched the first EU
sustainable development strategy at the
Gothenburg Summit in June 2001, which
included objectives and policy measures
to tackle a number of key unsustainable
trends as well as calls for a new approach
to policy-making that ensures the EU’s eco-
nomic, social and environmental policies
mutually reinforce each other (European
Commission DG Environment, 2015).

The EU is the world’s leading aid donor
providing over 50 per cent of all global de-
velopment aid. The eradication of poverty
in a context of sustainable development is
therefore identified as an important goal in
the EU’s development policy and within the
array of projects and programmes imple-
mented in Asia, Africa and Latin America.
The EU focuses on certain sectors of inter-
vention, depending on the needs of partner
countries and in keeping with the Agenda for
Change which outlines a more a more tar-
geted and concentrated allocation of fund-
ing for countries in greatest need, where ex-
ternal support can really make a difference
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in terms of poverty reduction. Human rights,
democracy and other aspects of good gov-
ernance as well as inclusive and sustain-
able growth are identified as key criteria for
EU assistance, the idea being to help create
growth in developing countries — so poor
people have the means to lift themselves
out of poverty. Areas of priority action in-
clude: social protection, health, education
and jobs creation, to make growth inclusive;
business environment, regional integration
and access to world markets; sustainable
agriculture and energy (European Commis-
sion DG International Cooperation and De-
velopment, 2015).

4.4 Security

Security cooperation is becoming the over-
arching focus of all three partnerships but
is undoubtedly most evident in the EU-Af-
rica relationship. The EU is supporting the
building of the African Peace and Security
Architecture (APSA) and strengthening the
dialogue between the EU and the AU on
peace and security issues, such as count-
er-terrorism disarmament, post conflict
reconstruction and weapons of mass de-
struction. The key EU financial instrument
to support security cooperation with Africa
is the African Peace Facility which was es-
tablished at the AU’s summit in Maputo in
2003 and receives over 800 million euro in
EU funding. EU efforts consist of providing
political backing as well as resources to Af-
rican Peace Support Operations, and to ca-
pacity-building and mediation activities at
both continental and regional levels.

The EU has carried out civilian and military
missions in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC) in 2003-2006, and in Sudan in
2005. In 2008, a military mission was de-
ployed along the border between Chad, the
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Central African Republic and Sudan in order
to curb cross-border violence exacerbated
by the humanitarian crisis in Darfur. Since
2000, the EU has also conducted nine elec-
tion observation missions in sub-Saharan
Africa. Concerns about the continuing im-
pact of piracy and armed robbery at sea off
the coast of Somalia on international mar-
itime security and on the economic activi-
ties and security of countries in the region,
led to the launch in 2008 of the European
Naval Force Somalia - Operation ATALANTA
(Franke, 2009). More recently, the EU’s “im-
migration crisis” has led to an even stronger
interest in helping African nations to deal
with challenges posed by extremism and
ethnic unrest.

Security questions have not figured prom-
inently in EU-CELAC relations although
some states like Argentina, Brazil and the
Dominican Republic have participated in EU
crisis management operations (and in plac-
es as diverse as the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Haiti, or Bosnia and Herzegovina),
while Chile and Colombia have formalized
their contributions to CSDP missions and
operations by signing Framework Participa-
tion Agreements (FPA). If the mooted FPA
is signed with Brazil, the EU will be able to
further strengthen its inter-operability and
boost its legitimacy as a security provider
in the eyes of Latin American leaders (Lu-
engo-Cabrera, 2015).

Meanwhile, discussions on maritime securi-
ty and ways in which Asia and Europe can
work on non-traditional security challenges
such as climate change, water, energy se-
curity and cyber security are rising on the
ASEM agenda. Europe’s focus is very much
on maritime security and derives largely
from implications for navigation and com-
merce due to cross-border and organized
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crime, threats to freedom of navigation,
and non-respect for International Law and
especially the United Nations Convention
on Law of the Sea (European Council Gen-
eral Secretariat, 2012). Several Asian and
European countries are working together in
the EU-led ATALANTA counter-piracy oper-
ation in the Western Indian Ocean. The EU
is becoming more ambitious in its securi-
ty conversation with Asian countries, with
Mogherini underlining at the Shangri La di-
alogue that Asia and Europe had a “strong
interest in global security” and expressing
concerns about re-emerging rivalries and
maritime disputes among Asian countries.
While the EU was not going to get entan-
gled in the legitimacy of specific claims, it
was ‘“resolute on how they should be re-
solved - that is peacefully and without the
use or threat of force,” she insisted, add-
ing: “we need to maintain a maritime order
based on international law... [and] support
the ASEAN-China negotiations for a Code of
Conduct” (Mogherini, 2015). Two EU-ASEAN
high-level dialogues on maritime security
have already been organized, with a focus
on port security, maritime surveillance and
the joint management of resources, includ-
ing fisheries and oil and gas.

45 Trade and investments

An ambition to make its mark as an im-
portant political global actor may be an
important driver in the EU’s active search
for partnerships with countries outside its
immediate neighbourhood, but all three
relationships also highlight the EU’s strong
focus on economic diplomacy both on the
multilateral stage and in its bilateral re-
lations with the “rising” powers. With the
economic performance of all three regions
continuing to impress despite cyclical vari-
ations, bolstering trade and investments
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remains a key focus of the EU’s conver-
sation with Asia, Africa and Latin Amer-
ica. EU exports to and investments in all
three continents are pivotal in ensuring a
sustainable European economic recovery,
while the EU single market attracts goods,
investments and people from across the
globe, helping partner governments to also
maintain growth and development. Euro-
pean technology is in demand across the
world. ASEM was launched with a clear EU
ambition and stated goal to share in Asia’s
rising economic dynamism. Latin America’s
improved economic performance gives the
EU-CELAC relationship added lustre, and
certainly, the new focus on the trade and
investment opportunities opening up in “as-
cending” Africa are prompting an EU effort
to modernize and re-energize relations with
the continent.

EU-Asia trade is, not surprisingly, the most
buoyant, with Asian nations having sur-
passed the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) to become the EU’s
main trading partner, accounting for a third
of total trade. Asia-Europe trade in 2012
was estimated at 1.37 trillion euro. More
than a quarter of European outward invest-
ments head for Asia while Asia’s emerging
global champions are seeking out business
deals in Europe. The increased connectivity
is reflected in the mutual Asia-Europe quest
to negotiate Free Trade Agreements (FTAs)
and investment accords. The FTAs conclud-
ed with South Korea and Singapore and
similar deals under negotiation with Japan,
India and individual ASEAN countries, as
well as the bilateral investment treaty un-
der discussion with China are important in
consolidating EU-Asia relations.
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The new EU focus on “Ascending Africa”
also stems from the continent’s improving
economic outlook. Across Africa, poverty
levels are falling, incomes are rising and
there have been improvements in educa-
tion and health. African economies have
flourished over the past decade, turning
the region into a magnet for foreign inves-
tors. Between 2007 and 2012, EU imports
from Africa increased by 469%. In 2012,
the EU imported African goods worth 187
billion euro (i.e. less than 10% of total ex-
tra-EU imports). African imports from the
EU amounted to 152 billion euro in 2012.
Throughout this time the EU remained Afri-
ca’s prime source of imports (34% of total
African imports) as well as its main export
market (40% of African exports). In total
37% of African trade took place with the
EU in 2012 (European Commission, 2014).

Trade between the EU and the CELAC re-
gion has been growing rapidly for a number
of years. Trade in goods between the EU
and Latin America more than doubled over
the last decade —up to 214 billion euro—
(6.5% of total EU trade). However, there is
still considerable potential for expansion.
This entails further developing the EU’s re-
lationship with Mexico and Chile, ensuring
the implementation of agreements with the
Caribbean, Central America, Colombia and
Peru, and concluding negotiations with the
MERCOSUR region, which includes the EU’s
ninth export/import partner worldwide, Bra-
zil. The EU remains the leading foreign in-
vestor in CELAC, accounting for 385 billion
euro (43% of the region’s total) of Foreign
Direct Investment (FDI) stock in 2010. EU
FDI in Latin America and the Caribbean is
higher than that in Russia, China and India
combined (European Commission, 2013).
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4.6 Normative projection

A desire to project its normative ambitions
is most clearly visible in the EU’s partner-
ship with Africa and CELAC but less clearly
so in ASEM. The promotion of democrat-
ic governance and human rights is at the
core of the Africa-EU dialogue and part-
nership and also mentioned in EU-CELAC.
References to the topics are more muted
in ASEM although the topic is discussed at
encounters organised by ASEF. References
to sustainable development are common to
all three partnerships but most frequent in
EU-Africa and EU-CELAC relations. But all
three relationships have been trammelled
by acrimony over human rights and the
rule of law, and the presence of unsavoury
regimes among the EU’s partners. Just as
the presence of ASEAN member Myanmar
(Burma) created tension in ASEM between
European and ASEAN states, Zimbabwe has
been a running sore in EU-Africa relations
while the hardliner stance on human rights
taken by Venezuela, Bolivia and by Cuba —
at least in the past— has often put a span-
ner in EU-CELAC relations.

4.7 Promoting regional
integration

Promoting regional integration is a key ob-
jective in the Africa and CELAC relationships
which are conducted by the EU with the Afri-
can Union and the rotating CELAC presiden-
cy respectively. This goal is missing from
ASEM since there is no Asia-wide regional
organization including all 21 Asian partners.
However, connectivity has emerged as an
important topic of discussion and potential
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cooperation in ASEM, both as regards the
building of traditional transport networks
but also in terms of institutions, education
and people-to-people contacts (see Chap-
ter Four). The concept is also gaining trac-
tion in the EU-CELAC context.

The importance of regional integration to
support Africa’s economic development re-
mains top of the agenda at African Union
summits. The continent is home to a large
number of Regional Economic Communi-
ties (RECs), with policymakers also reflect-
ing on several new initiatives to promote
integration across Africa, including plans
for a “Continental Free Trade Area” (CFTA).
Currently, the eight regional trade blocs
which are officially recognized by the Afri-
can Union are viewed as building blocks of
a future African Economic Community (AEC)
as laid out in the Abuja Treaty.®

Promoting regional integration and con-
nectivity equally features as an objective
of EU-CELAC relations. However, regional
integration across the continent remains
difficult. Significant setbacks, ranging from
the failure of the Latin American Free-Trade
Association (LAFTA) to the sluggish pace of
economic integration inside MERCOSUR and
the Community of Andean Nations (CAN) as
well as political frictions between leaders of
LAC nations have slowed down the region’s
integration process. In fact, these bilater-
al bottlenecks sped up the creation of the
Community of Latin American and Caribbe-
an States (CELAC) in December 2011 (Lu-
engo-Cabrera, 2015).

& These regional trade blocs include ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States); ECCAS (Economic Community of Central
African States); EAC (East African Community); AMU (Arab Maghreb Union); COMESA (Common Market for East and Southern Africa);
SADC (Southern African Development Community); CEN-SAD (Community of Sahel-Saharan States); and IGAD (Intergovernmental

Authority on Development).
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4.8 Changing times

EU relations with countries in all three re-
gions are struggling to keep pace with chang-
ing times — and to become more “visible” and
relevant in a rapidly-transforming world. The
challenge for ASEM is not only to ensure its
survival in the 21t century but to create con-
ditions for it to flourish and thrive as a real
forum for multilateral consultation, global
governance and networking in an increas-
ingly inter-connected, complex and disor-
derly world. Similar efforts to modernize the
EU-Africa and EU-CELAC relationships and to
make them more “media-friendly” are also
underway, albeit with different ambitions.

The need for fresh thinking by both sides is
essential to bolster the EU-Africa Strategic
Partnership. For the EU, it is important to
stop viewing Africa as a problem and to look
at it instead as an opportunity. Discussions
on giving a new direction to the EU-Africa
partnership are picking up momentum as
both sides recognize that to stay relevant
in an era of volatile geo-politics, Africa-Eu-
rope relations will have to become more
strategic, political and better able to tackle
21%%century challenges, including climate
change, human trafficking and pandemics.
For Europeans, it means jettisoning old ste-
reotypes and fully embracing a new “Africa
rising” narrative which reflects the conti-
nent's changing realities. Africa too needs
to revisit its views of Europe.

Courted by an array of affluent and dynam-
ic new aid partners, including China, Brazil
and Turkey, Africa is no longer as reliant on
European development assistance as in the
past. Instead, European markets, know-how
and technology as well as Europe’s experi-
ence in regional integration and preventive
diplomacy are important drivers. Europe’s
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policies to tackle regional inequalities, build
capacity and regulatory frameworks can
also benefit African governments. The focus
is therefore on switching from a post-co-
lonial donor/recipient relationship towards
economic development and to put the part-
nership on a firmer and more equal footing.

The EU-Africa summit in 2014 did lay the
foundations for such change. The meeting’s
main focus was on peace and security as
well as sustainable economic development
whereas democracy, human rights and gov-
ernance played a minor role. While both the
declaration and the new roadmap make
ample reference to the governance, democ-
racy and human rights agenda, the summit
emphasized the strategic and interest-driv-
en nature of the partnership by focusing
primarily on the peace and security and
economic components of the partnership
(Kammel, 2014).

Despite hiccups, the EU relationship with
Latin American and Caribbean states has
proved its resilience and capacity to adapt
to new circumstances. The Santiago Sum-
mit in 2013 which started a novel type of
relationship with new topics between the
EU and the newly-created CELAC has raised
hopes that the two regions will draw closer
on major political and economic issues. It
is not the first time that the EU and Latin
American have sought new beginnings. The
Rio de Janeiro Summit in 1999 had given
rise to great expectations about the poten-
tial of an exemplary bi-regional strategic re-
lationship between the EU and Latin Amer-
ican and Caribbean states. But by the time
CELAC was created to better unite the re-
gion and bridge gaps between the rival proj-
ects and organizations which had flourished
in the two past decades (MERCOSUR, ALBA,
UNASUR), the ties had run out of steam.
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The three partnerships are engaged in a
similar drive to reinvigorate relations. This
was illustrated at the EU-CELAC summit in
Brussels in June 2015, with leaders issuing
a two-page political declaration vowing to
deepen their “long-standing strategic bi-re-
gional partnership based on historical, cul-
tural and human ties, international law, full
respect for human rights, common values,
and mutual interests”. A separate ten-point
Action Plan and a longer “Brussels Declara-
tion” entitled “Shaping our common future:
working together for prosperous, cohesive
and sustainable societies for our citizens”
were also issued (EU-CELAC, 2015).

One of the greatest challenges for the EU in
its relations with CELAC is to agree on ways
to reinvigorate trade so that the EU can retain
its market share in an economically dynamic
region with over 600 million consumers. This
has already prompted calls, for example, to
speed up negotiations on an EU-MERCOSUR
free trade agreement during the last EU-CEL-
AC summit in Santiago in January 2013. The
proposal of the European External Action Ser-
vice (EEAS) to strengthen political relations,
explore ways to further economic and trade
cooperation, as well as tackling global issues
together with CELAC partners will serve as an
important roadmap ahead of the summit. A
significant first step would be to follow-up on
the EEAS proposal to hold regular meetings
with the foreign ministries of CELAC countries
in the year in between summits. Moreover,
with EU and CELAC countries constituting
over one-third of UN members, the conver-
gence of views on important transnational
issues like climate change and the post-2015
development agenda could have a major im-
pact on policy decisions at the global level.
Expectations are therefore great and high: the
question remains whether the partners will
be able to deliver (Luengo-Cabrera, 2015).
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5. Lessons for ASEM

Surprisingly, despite their commonalities —
and especially their shared quest for rele-
vance, visibility and credibility in a changing
world— there is very little exchange of ideas
and of lessons learned among key ASEM,
EU-Africa and EU-CELAC stakeholders. As it
enters its third decade, ASEM can and should
look at some of the strengths of the EU-Af-
rica and EU-CELAC dialogues and reflect
on whether they can be introduced into the
Asia-Europe partnership. Proposals for such
a transfer of experience include the following.

5.1 A sharper focus on
substance: an Ulan Bator
declaration

Having adopted guiding documents and
actions plans at the start of their rela-
tionships, discussions in the EU-Africa and
EU-CELAC fora tend to have a sharper focus
on a smaller cluster of issues which allow
for real exchanges of views, ideas and ex-
perience-sharing. Celebrations of ASEM’s
20" anniversary at the upcoming summit
in Mongolia should include the adoption of
a short but sharp agenda for cooperation
aimed at making ASEM more strategic, rel-
evant and credible as a 21%-century tool
for Asia-Europe cooperation. The EU-CELAC
summit in Brussels in June 2015 which is-
sued a two-page “Brussels Declaration” on
the future of the relationship offers a pos-
sible model for an “Ulan Bator” declara-
tion to be adopted at the 20* anniversa-
ry gathering in Mongolia in 2016. Such a
statement would highlight the fundamental
objectives of ASEM, its important role as a
relevant, dynamic and constructive player
in shaping the global dialogue and agenda,
and key areas for further joint actions. A
short but snappy “action plan” of the kind
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issued by EU-CELAC with a focus on a small
number of areas could also help to give
more direction to ASEM in the coming years.

5.2 Keep it informal and
effective

The more structured institutional framework
of the EU-Africa relationship cannot be rep-
licated in ASEM given the latter’s focus on in-
formality, networking and flexibility. Howev-
er, ASEM would benefit from the provisions
for reqular follow-up, evaluation and mon-
itoring of progress on key decisions that are
a strong feature of EU relations with Africa.

The Africa and Latin American dialogues in-
clude a list of priority areas of cooperation
which can provide inspiration for ASEM’s ef-
forts to engage in voluntary and variable tan-
gible cooperation. A start was made at the
ASEM summit in Milan in 2014 where leaders
did indeed meet in retreat format allowing for
more informality and a real conversation, and
where the decision was also taken to issue an
indicative list of ASEM members interested
in specific cooperation areas. Approximately
seven subjects, including disaster manage-
ment, water and waste management, SME
cooperation, renewable energy and energy ef-
ficiency, skills development and cooperation in
higher and higher education have been iden-
tified as having the support of several ASEM
partners from both regions. As in EU-CELAC,
these areas could be the subject of organized
“policy dialogues” rather than unstructured
meetings between like-minded nations.

Both ASEM and CELAC include a leaders’
retreat in order to encourage real interac-
tion and dialogue. In addition, ASEM could
follow the EU-CELAC experiment in 2006 of
organizing smaller “break-up sessions” for

7 See Chapter Three.
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leaders on specific issues and chaired by
different countries.”

There should be more regular exchanges
between stakeholders, and communication
of civil society priorities and concerns to
leaders through direct contacts at summits.

5.3 Ensure better coordination

The EU-Africa and EU-CELAC relationships
highlight the importance of having a more
structured dialogue. EU-Africa relations are
driven forward by the summits but most im-
portantly by the annual meetings between
the full AU Commission and the European
Commission. Whereas EU-CELAC structures
are looser, the rotating CELAC presidency
ensures coordination with the grouping’s
foreign partners.

While there is still no agreement on whether
or not to set up an ASEM secretariat, more
must be done to ensure that the forum has
an effective “institutional memory” and
there is efficient coordination between the
different regional groups. This is essential
if ASEM is to keep evolving in keeping with
the changing global and Asia-Europe land-
scape. Another option would be to set up
smaller functional sectoral ASEM “agencies”
to reinforce synergies and ensure follow-up
in specific areas. One example of such co-
operation is the ASEM Education Secretariat
which encourages synergies in the areas of
higher education and vocational education
and training, and was set up in 2009 as a
body rotating among ASEM participating
nations every four years. The secretariat
was initially hosted by Germany and is cur-
rently in Jakarta. A similar initiative could be
launched in the area of disaster manage-
ment or indeed on connectivity.
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5.4 Enhance connectivity

As is being done in EU-CELAC, stronger
Asia-Europe connectivity through enhanced
transport, infrastructure, digital and peo-
ple-to-people ties should be given cen-
tre-stage in ASEM. Enhanced connectivity
will support the growth of trade, invest-
ments and value-chains within and across
ASEM S8

5.5 Discuss common
security challenges

As in the case of the EU-Africa Strategic
Partnership, discussions on common se-
curity challenges should be an important
feature of ASEM. Questions related to mari-
time security are already on the agenda but
ASEM should pay more attention to com-
mon challenges relating to terrorism and
violent radicalization.

5.6 Revive the economic pillar

Economic cooperation is important in both
the EU-Africa Strategic Partnership and in
EU-CELAC. As argued in Chapter One, there
should also be a revival of ASEM discus-
sions on the economic pillar in order to
promote closer understanding of global
economic challenges and to further pro-
mote Asia-Europe economic ties.

5.7 Focus on economic
cooperation

ASEM should move forward on economic
cooperation in such areas as sustainable
growth and development, sustainable agri-
culture, energy efficiency and conservation
as well as urbanization.
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5.8 Strengthen private sector
involvement

Private sector participation in ASEM
should be strengthened with a view to
deepening business-to-business cooper-
ation, with a special focus on small and
medium-sized enterprises. As is the case
in EU-CELAC, a representative of the
business summit should be given time to
present the business sector’'s recommen-
dations directly to leaders at the official
ASEM summit.

5.9 Strengthen the participation
of youth

The role and participation of young peo-
ple in the ASEM process should be strength-
ened through “model ASEM™ and —as is
the case in EU-Africa relations— by organ-
ising annual ASEM “youth summits”. Young
people convened as part of the EU-CELAC
dialogue meanwhile send a representative
to present their recommendations directly
to the leaders’ summit. This could also be-
come a feature of ASEM.

5.10 Promote cultural
cooperation and networking

ASEM should promote cultural cooperation
and networking more actively along the
lines of the EU-CELAC partnership to pro-
mote better understanding between Asia
and Europe.

8 See Chapter Four for a detailed discussion on enhancing Asia-Europe connectivity.

9 See Chapter Five.
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6. Conclusion

Although launched earlier than the EU-Africa and EU-CELAC relationships, with its fu-
ture-focused agenda and extensive discussions on emerging challenges, ASEM stands out
as the most modern and up-to-date of the EU’s region-to-region partnerships. Strikingly,
unlike the African and CELAC dialogues, “strategic” is not a word that is often used in ASEM.
And yet, the content and scope of the conversation between Asia and Europe is as strategic
as the topics discussed in the other two partnerships.

Given their diverse membership, all three dialogues cannot be as deep and action-focused
as bilateral agreements or those signed with regional organizations such as ASEAN. All
three therefore suffer from over-expectations and a general feeling of under-delivering
compared to their initial goals and ambitions.

The three relationships are important, however, in signalling the EU’s belief that the 21
century requires countries and peoples —whether they are like-minded or not— to work
together in order to ensure better global governance and focus on global public goods in
a still-chaotic multipolar world. As they grapple with their economic, political and security
dilemmas —and despite their many differences— these dialogues allow the EU to pursue
its sustainable development goals while also drawing closer to emerging powers in order to
consult and cooperate with them.
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1. Introduction

If expansion of an institution is a measure-
ment of its achievement and relevance,
then ASEM has been extremely successful.
The first summit, held in Bangkok in March
1996, welcomed 26 participants, including
15 EU member states plus the European
Commission, and seven-member ASEAN
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) in
addition to China, Japan and the Republic of
Korea (ROK). At present, almost two decades
later, the forum has evolved dramatically in
terms of membership, after having gone
through several stages of enlargement.
ASEM has more than doubled its member-
ship, comprising a total of 53 partners.

For some critics, this “open” approach to en-
largement has turned ASEM into an unwieldy
and diffuse talk-shop that has preferred to
widen rather than deepen, and membership
expansion has only exacerbated the forum’s
inefficiencies and inertia. For other observ-
ers and certainly for many policymakers
involved in the process, however, the con-
tinuing applications for membership are a
sign of success — they show that there is a
demand for the role ASEM can play and the
significance it can have. It is the aim of this
chapter to critically examine ASEM'’s expan-
sion process, and gauge the ramifications,
pitfalls, and potential of a significantly en-
larged institution. The chapter first looks at
the rules for expansion of the partnership as
they have been laid down in ASEM'’s guiding
charter. These guidelines are highly signifi-
cant not only for obviously shaping the pro-
cess of growth, but also because of the ex-
pectations and regional preconceptions they
implicate. The analysis thereafter examines
how enlargement from 26 to 53 partners
has impacted the nature and character of
the forum. It assesses the ramifications for
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ASEM’s approach to dialogue, practical man-
agement, coordination, and cooperation on
the ground. At the same time the chapter
explores possible ways of tackling the chal-
lenges that accompany the enlargement
process, by proposing policy recommenda-
tions looking ahead to ASEM’s future.

2. ASEM'’s expansion and its
rules for enlargement

2.1 Expansion

According to the official rhetoric, ASEM
membership is open, evolutionary, inclusive
and conducted on the basis of consensus.
Thus far five stages of enlargement have
taken place (cf Table 3.1). When ten new
EU member states joined in 2004, the Asian
group came to comprise Myanmar, Laos,
and Cambodia who themselves had joined
ASEAN already in 1997 (the former two
countries) and 1999 (the latter). India, Pa-
kistan, Mongolia and the ASEAN Secretariat
formally entered the partnership in 2008,
after the EU had further come to include
Romania and Bulgaria. The total number of
members reached 48 when Russia, Austra-
lia and New Zealand joined the gathering
in 2010. Bangladesh, and non-EU states
Switzerland and Norway were allowed into
ASEM in 2012. On the occasion of the Mi-
lan summit in October 2014 Croatia joined
on the European side, while the forum at
the same time expanded into Central Asia
with the joining of Kazakhstan. The tally
at present thus stands at 53 partners, 31
European and 22 Asian ones. These com-
prise 2 institutions (the EU and the ASEAN
Secretariat), 28 EU member states, and 2
non-EU countries; and 10 Southeast Asian,
4 Northeast Asian, 3 South Asian, and 2
Australasian states, in addition to 1 Central
Asian, and 1 “Eurasian” state.
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Table 3.1: Growth of the ASEM partnership
Year Europe Asia Total
1996 | EU15, European Commission | ASEAN7, China, Japan, ROK 26
2004 | EU25, European Commission | ASEAN1O, China, Japan, ROK 39
2008 | EU27, European Commission ASEANLO, China, Japan, ROK, India, 45

Pakistan, Mongolia, ASEAN Secretariat

ASEAN1O, China, Japan, ROK, India,
2010 | EU27, European Commission | Pakistan, Mongolia, ASEAN Secretariat, 48
Australia, New Zealand, Russia

ASEAN10, ASEAN Secretariat, China,

EU27, European
’ P Japan, ROK, India, Pakistan, Mongolia,

2012 | C issi
omm|55|0n, Norway, Australia, New Zealand, Russia, 51
Switzerland
Bangladesh
ASEAN10, ASEAN Secretariat, China,
2014 EU28, European Union, Japan, ROK, India, Pakistan, Mongolia, 53
Norway, Switzerland Australia, New Zealand, Russia,

Bangladesh, Kazakhstan
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2.2 Rules for enlargement

ASEM has always had a dual character: it
can be regarded as a region-to-region in-
tergovernmental forum. On the one hand
the process highlights the roles of national
governments and emphasizes a state-to-
state approach. ASEM offers its partners
opportunities to meet with counterparts
from Asia and Europe in a bilateral setting,
to promote national interests, and even to
launch collaborative initiatives in a certain
area of expertise.

On the other hand, ASEM is a region-to-re-
gion construction: this is obvious in coordi-
nation and management, and certainly in
enlargement as well. In Europe in particular,
ASEM functions are closely integrated into
the regional set-up, namely the institutions
and mechanisms of the European Union.
The EU regards ASEM is as an indispensible
tool in its overall policy for Asia, and a vital
part of its inter-regional agenda. The Asian
grouping is comparatively less integrated,
but also there coordination takes place on
a regional basis.

ASEM’s rules for enlargement are clear-
ly rooted in such a region-to-region con-
struction. The current enlargement policy
is based on the Asia-Europe Cooperation
Framework (AECF2000), ASEM’s core char-
ter. At the first summit in 1996 the part-
ners agreed that the process should remain
open and evolutionary, but no membership
criteria or concrete plans for enlargement
were identified. However, already in 1997
the Commission document “Perspectives
and Priorities for the ASEM Process” refers
to the “two-step consensus” or “double-key”
approach (European Commission, 1997: 7).
According to this conception, which clear-
ly reflects EU expectations, either region
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can propose a candidate. After the candi-
date state receives the approval of all the
partners in its own region, all ASEM Heads
of State and Government have to make a
consensus-based decision on its admission.
When this two-key approach was codified
in the AECF 2000 charter, a number of ad-
ditional guidelines on future enlargement
were added. First, ASEM, as an open and
evolutionary process, should reinforce the
wider Asia-Europe partnership. Second,
enlargement should be conducted in a
progressive manner. Third, each candidacy
should be examined on the basis of its own
merits and in the light of its potential con-
tribution to the ASEM process.

These rules are relatively broad. They see
enlargement as an endemic feature of
ASEM and a desirable development, the
only condition being that it fits a strength-
ening partnership in which Europe and Asia
as two distinct regions remain clearly as-
sociated (de Crombrugghe, 201la: 172).
Nevertheless, the rules include certain un-
written implications and anticipations, and
fail to address a number of questions that
continue to affect the process today. These
questions all relate to the extent to which
ASEM is a region-to-region (or a so-called
bloc-to-bloc) forum or rather a state-to-
state Eurasian partnership.

3. Challenges

3.1 Intergovernmental or
inter-regional?

In the period following the end of the Cold
War, the EU, often regarded as the epito-
me of institutionalized regional integration,
aimed to play a more prominent role in the
world by enhancing its possibilities for co-
herent external action. As a result, it sought
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to interact with other regional groupings
in the world, leading to “inter-regionalism”
getting into a higher gear. Also in Asia mul-
tiple, overlapping, and complementary co-
operation networks came into being, often
with ASEAN functioning as the hub of an
“Asianization” process.

ASEM as well had strong features of a re-
gion-to-region structure, but as it included a
more comprehensive arrangement and the
Asian side did not neatly correspond to a re-
gional organization, it can be seen as an ex-
ample of “trans-regionalism” (Riiland, 2006:
296), rather than pure inter-regionalism.

Along with the EU’s expansion and the geo-
graphical extension of the Asian grouping,
at present the membership asymmetry
and the importance attached to state-to-
state interaction has increased, resulting in
a rather diffuse, trans-regional (Eurasian)
partnership. Whereas the Asian grouping in
ASEM until 2008 was limited to the ASE-
AN+3 constellation, at present it includes
strongly emerging global players such as
Russia, China and India, and has branched
out into Central Asia and Australasia.

The enlargement decision taken by ASEM6
in 2006 has therefore steered the process
in a new direction. ASEM is now a signifi-
cantly more diverse forum, composed of a
very large and heterogeneous grouping of
53 in which the emphasis lies much more
on the intergovernmental aspect and on
bilateral relations (both state-to-state and
EU-Asian state). The higher prominence of
bilateral relations furthermore reflects the
development of a more multipolar world.

The importance of pure inter-regionalism,
as championed by the EU, therefore seems
to have dwindled, even if only some years

ago it was hailed as forming a new layer in
the system of global governance. Also the
EU currently places a much stronger em-
phasis on bilateral relations, as is obvious in
the negotiations for free trade agreements
with individual Asian countries. Neverthe-
less, ASEM’s organizational set-up still fol-
lows a region-to-region or group-to-group
structure. This is confirmed by the Chair’s
Statement of the tenth ASEM Foreign Min-
isters’ Meeting (FMM10) of 2011:

It must be assured
that with the
enlargement of ASEM
the effectiveness and

efficiency of the forum
is increased and the
bipolar (Europe-Asia)
model of inter-regional
cooperation is retained
as it is set in

AECF 2000.

Chair of the tenth ASEM Foreign Ministers’
Meeting (FMM10), (2011)

The tension between ASEM as a re-
gion-to-region forum and as an intergov-
ernmental Eurasian partnership remains. In
particular, it has raised questions as to the
geographical definition of both regions, the
key role played by regional organizations (in
the first place the EU, but also ASEAN), and
the need for a numerical balance in mem-
bership of both regions.
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3.2 Definitions of region

First, it is unclear what exactly constitutes
Asia and Europe as geographical regions.
From the outset a wide variety of candi-
datures were on the table. India, Pakistan,
Australia and New Zealand, the Europe-
an Free Trade Association (EFTA, consist-
ing of Iceland, Norway, Liechtenstein and
Switzerland), Bulgaria, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Poland, Russia, Romania, Slovakia,
Turkey and Ukraine had all expressed their
interest to join (Robles, 2008: 27). Never-
theless, as ASEM can historically be seen
as a child of the EU-ASEAN region-to-re-
gion relationship, a twofold setup revolving
around the European Union and an East
Asian regional grouping centered on ASEAN
was chosen. These two regional organiza-
tions have been in command of definitions
of what constitutes Asia and as Europe as
geographical regions.

During ASEM's first decade, EU membership
became the unwritten rule for joining the
European group, thereby limiting the defi-
nition of Europe to the EU. This excluded
countries such as Russia, a geographically
Eurasian state, or Switzerland and Norway,
not members of the EU. For ASEM’s Europe-
an side, it was deemed essential that “the
special character of the EU” was respected,
and that “the Union as Union” was a key
participant in ASEM, present in its own right
through the Presidency of the Council and
the Commission. For the EU, “the Union as
Union must therefore remain at the core
of the ASEM process” (European Commis-
sion, 1997: 8). It was for this reason that
in 2010 in the run-up to the Brussels sum-
mit, the EU declined to accept Russia as a
member of the European group, as it was
not a member of the EU (de Crombrugghe,
2011a: 173).
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Since some Asian states did not see Rus-
sia as “Asian” either, Singapore proposed
the creation of a third geographical group
which could house Russia, Australia and
New Zealand, and which in the future could
also incorporate Central Asian states, for
example. As this seemingly contradicted
ASEM’s bi-regional character, Cambodia
doctored a compromise, proposing a geo-
graphically-undefined “temporary third cat-
egory” which allowed Russia, in addition to
Australia and New Zealand, to participate
in the 2010 summit in Brussels (de Crom-
brugghe, 2011a: 174-5). The time-buying
device of the “temporary third category”
was officially abolished in 2012, and the
three countries were accepted as belonging
to the Asian regional grouping.

In Asia the partnership was built around
ASEAN, which in ASEM’s early years chose
to include China, Korea and Japan in the
inter-regional gathering, thereby confin-
ing the definition of “Asia” to East Asia.
Australia and New Zealand were initially
considered too “western” to join the part-
nership on the Asian side. The participation
of India was another bone of contention.
Its candidacy was supported in Europe, but
Asian states feared that expansion to South
Asia would burden ASEM with a new set of
problems. The ASEM Summit in Helsinki in
2006 took the landmark decision to reverse
this course, and formally expand the part-
nership beyond East Asia by accepting the
membership of India, Pakistan, Mongolia
and the ASEAN Secretariat, as proposed by
the Asian side. This set in motion an expan-
sion process, which, through three further
stages, enlarged ASEM to include countries
across the whole Eurasian continent, at the
same time showing the fluidity of defini-
tions of what constitutes a region.



THE FUTURE OF THE

3.3 The role of regional
organizations

A second, and very closely related issue
concerns the role of the EU and ASEAN as
regional organizations, and in particular the
“automaticity” question, namely whether
membership in either organization is inev-
itably linked with ASEM membership.

Historically the precarious role of regional
organizations within ASEM became clear af-
ter ASEAN expanded to include Myanmar in
1997. Myanmar’s potential joining of ASEM
caused long-lasting disagreements, which
culminated in 2004 in a critical freezing of
relations, the cancellation of two ministe-
rial meetings, and nearly the cancellation
of a summit. The EU opposed membership
of Myanmar because of its military regime
and human rights violations. ASEAN part-
ners on the other hand maintained that
Myanmar, as a full-fledged ASEAN member,
should also be included in ASEM. Only a
compromise solution, in which the EU con-
sented to Myanmar’s participation albeit at
a lower level of representation, prevented
the cancellation of the 2004 summit, and
allowed the process to move ahead. The
case of Myanmar illustrated the fragile na-
ture of the “two-key approach” for enlarge-
ment of the bi-regional institution.

For a long time it was clear that a large gap
existed between European and Asian views
on enlargement. The EU, on the one hand,
has always seen itself as a regional, inte-
grated body with a “special status” in ASEM.
Not only did the EU and its member states
until 2012 claim exclusive representation
of “Europe”, it was also paramount for the
EU that new members would be allowed
to participate in ASEM. On paper, howev-
er, the two-key approach stipulated by the
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enlargement guidelines of the AECF2000
gives the Asian partners a chance to veto
the joining of new EU member states to
ASEM. For the EU, however, it was incon-
ceivable that a newly accessed member
state would not be allowed to participate
in one part of the EU’s common external
relations. EU enlargement is seen as an
ongoing process and full-fledged member
states have equal rights to participate in
the common policy-making process, includ-
ing with regard to ASEM. In view of the EU’s
own expansion process, a moratorium on
membership was, and still is, therefore not
a feasible option. At the same time, as al-
ready mentioned in the case of Russia, non-
EU members were refused as partners on
the European side.

Many Asian members, on the other hand,
were strongly of the opinion that there is
no automatic correlation between EU mem-
bership and ASEM participation. For them,
limiting European membership to the EU
conflicts with ASEM’s “open and evolution-
ary” nature. After 2010, when the question
of Russian membership was resolved, Asian
countries increasingly took issue with the
European group automatically linking EU
membership and joining ASEM. For Asian
countries, it needed to be ensured that also
non-EU European countries could accede to
ASEM. In other words, the European group
needed to “demonstrate that it did not view
ASEM as a bloc-to-bloc cooperation, i.e. as a
cooperation driven by the EU bloc on the one
side while there was evidently no Asian bloc
on the other side” (de Crombrugghe, 2011a:
179). The EU in this sense has compromised,
expanding the European side to include non-
EU states such as Norway and Switzerland,
while at the same time safeguarding the
bi-regional (“bipolar’) model. The European
grouping thereby can accept countries with
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which it already has close cooperation (as
was the case with Norway and Switzerland),
and now can theoretically more easily admit
countries that are candidates to join the EU
(Serbia, Turkey), or even countries that seek
closer ties with Europe (Ukraine).

It remains unclear, however, whether a pro-
spective member of either regional organi-
zation (EU or ASEAN) can join ASEM before
it becomes a formal member state of that
organization. Could Timor-Leste for exam-
ple participate in ASEM before it officially
accedes to ASEAN? Now that Serbia’s can-
didature is on the table, would it be able to
join ASEM before it accedes to the EU? Cro-
atia for example had to wait for EU mem-
bership, but the joining of Switzerland and
Norway has set a new precedent. As non-
EU participants, they are to some extent in-
cluded in the preparation and coordination
of ASEM issues, through informal partic-
ipation in the EU’s Council Working Group
for Asia-Oceania (COASI). However, they
are not expected to follow the common po-
sitions of the EU partners, making it even
more difficult to maintain a common Euro-
pean voice in ASEM, and they are of course
not involved in other affairs of the EU.

3.4 The question of
numerical balance

A third related challenge concerns the nu-
merical balance between the European and
the Asian groupings in ASEM. The linking
between EU membership and the joining
of ASEM has resulted in a numerical imbal-
ance between the European side (31 part-
ners) and the Asian grouping (22 members).
“Asia” expanded partly because the widen-
ing of the EU had to be matched by taking
in additional members on the Asian side.
Therefore, as the European side expanded,
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the Asian grouping emphasized the need to
balance the tally, bringing in candidates on
their side at the time as Europe. In other
words, it is paradoxically partly the result
of the EU’s insistence on being treated as
a regional actor, that the Asian regional
grouping became more heterogeneous and
less coherent.

As the EU implicitly links EU membership
with ASEM membership, it is bound to show
extensive flexibility in allowing the Asian
grouping to select new partners. The ac-
cession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU
in 2007 therefore excluded a status quo in
Asian ASEM membership. As another exam-
ple, the last-minute joining of Kazakhstan in
2014 at the Milan summit was partly a way
to retain a more balanced set-up after Cro-
atia joined the European side. The numerical
imbalance might also be a reason why Ser-
bia, Turkey and Ukraine, the new candidates
to join ASEM, still have to wait in the sidelines
for the time being, in addition to obvious rea-
sons related to geo-political sensitivities.

4. Ramifications and the
way ahead

It goes without saying that ASEM’s exten-
sive process of enlargement has had a
wide-ranging impact on the institution and
the dialogue process. This section explores
the ramifications of enlargement, and looks
ahead to the future by pointing out possible
incremental changes in order to ensure that
expansion reinforces, rather than weakens,
the Asia-Europe partnership.

4.1 Vision and objective
To paraphrase a Singaporean ASEM Senior

Official, ASEM is like a teenager with over
fifty well-meaning uncles and aunts trying
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to shape its growth. While some push for
deliverables, others find it more important
to stay back and allow the child to grow.
Indeed, since ASEM’s early years, a tension
has existed between the emphasis on ASEM
being a political process and a forum for di-
alogue on the one hand, and an internation-
al institution and a framework for coopera-
tion on the other. Not in the least as a result
of ASEM’s enlargement in recent years, the
gap between these two visions on ASEM’s
core identity has increased. Whereas “min-
imalist” countries consider dialogue and
loose cooperation as having added value
as such, “maximalist” countries rather aim
to pursue concrete results in and through
ASEM, often in connection with efforts to
promote institutionalization and achieve
more efficient working methods (Vanden-
kendelaere, 2011: 58).

This gap coincides largely but not exclusively
with a Europe-Asia divide. In general Europe
values ASEM as a forum for “constructive
engagement” with Asian countries, empha-
sizing political dialogue to complement, but
not encroach on, its economic agenda. The
EU in general sees informal dialogue with
Asia as a goal in itself and as the most ap-
propriate core principle for ASEM’s institu-
tional design, in spite of the self-perception
and predominant stereotypical view that
“Europeans tend to press for tangible re-
sults”, as an ASEM-related European Com-
mission (2001: 2) document stated. But also
in Europe certain member states, especially
smaller ones with less institutionalized bi-
lateral ties with Asian countries, would like
to see ASEM achieving more results. On the
Asian side, countries including China and In-
dia eagerly seek to promote more tangible
cooperation. Other recently joined partners
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such as Australia take a more pragmatic ap-
proach and mainly seek to foster diplomatic
ties with other participants, not in the least
from the same region (Maier-Knapp, 2014:
14). Countries such as Russia primarily see
ASEM as a tool to symbolize their new fo-
cus on Asia as a dynamic region. Russia has
thus far kept a relatively low profile in the
forum, in spite of announced objectives to
boost the development of Eurasian trans-
port and communications through ASEM
(see Lukyanov, 2010: 97).

A good example of this gap between “mini-
malist” and “maximalist” countries that does
not necessarily coincide with a Europe-Asia
divide is the position on the need to revi-
talize ASEM’s economic pillar. Many Asian
countries but also some European ones
would like to discuss trade liberalization
among ASEM countries, with a possible
ASEM Free Trade Agreement as a long-term
objective. Reviving the economic pillar would
need to start with the convening of an ASEM
Economic Ministers’ Meeting, the last one of
which took place in 2003.1° The European
Commission, in addition to countries such as
Japan and Australia, are rather of the opin-
ion that it is impossible to agree on trade-re-
lated generalities with 53 partners, or that it
is even difficult to agree on issues to tackle
that do not overlap with ongoing bilateral
negotiations. For them enlargement has di-
luted the economic pillar, preventing a tight
set of deliverables. ASEM is therefore about
political dialogue, not about tangible results
or “pipe dreams” such as an ASEM FTA.

The main challenge today for ASEM as an
enlarged forum therefore is the lack of
agreement on a vision for the forum’s fu-
ture direction. Is it enough to be a debating

10 As noted in Chapter One, a “High Level Meeting within the Framework of the ASEM Economic Ministers’ Meeting” did take place in 2005.
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club and a platform for meetings, or should
ASEM aim to achieve more tangible out-
comes? What is ASEM’s main raison d’étre,
dialogue or cooperation? In recent years, the
idea that ASEM should include more con-
crete action programs in support of the di-
alogue has been building up momentum. At
the Milan summit in 2014, for example, the
leaders “welcomed more action-oriented
cooperation”. It seems indeed essential to
agree on concrete objectives and enhance
cooperation in order to promote “mutual”
awareness and a more fruitful dialogue.
As astutely pointed out by Robles (2008:
32), if states share overall objectives and
are engaged in cooperation in other fields, a
disposition to engage in dialogue ensues. If
there are no shared overall objectives, the
dialogue process will be more strenuous
and its results uncertain. ASEM can thus be
said to face a vicious circle:

Socialization
requires agreement on
objectives and cooperation
in a number of areas, but
without agreement and
cooperation in these or
other areas, socialization
cannot take place.

Alfredo C. Robles (2008)

In order to break this circle, ASEM therefore
needs to refine its vision and objectives, and
find a better balance between high-level in-
formal dialogue and interaction on the one
hand, and tangible cooperation leading to
visible results on the other.
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Policy recommendation 1:

Refine ASEM’s vision and objectives. Chap-
ter Two already proposed the release of a
short, simple and visionary declaration on
the occasion of the upcoming summit in
Mongolia in July 2016, in order to underline
ASEM’s new narrative of relevance and its
strategic priorities in the 21 century. Cer-
tainly also in view of the recent extensive
enlargement process, ASEM needs to refine
its vision and prime objectives. The “Ulan
Bator Declaration” should call for a political
agreement on dialogue as well as coopera-
tion in fields where ASEM can function as a
“political catalyst” and where it has added
value, in interrelated fields such as econo-
my, (non-traditional) security, sustainable
development, and connectivity (including ed-
ucation and people-to-people). Focused and
operational discussions can result in specific
and concrete objectives, that can be trans-
lated into concrete actions on the ground.

4.2 Informality

Informality has been referred to as the “hall-
mark” of ASEM. It allows for a non-binding
exchange of views, experiences, and exper-
tise on any topical and relevant political is-
sue. Leaders of states and representatives
of regions can confer with each other on the
issues of the day, thereby fostering closer
personal and professional relationships be-
tween them. This dialogue process results
in a socialization process and ideally leads
to habits of cooperation. ASEM’s informal
approach furthermore allows it to address
issues that are considered “sensitive”. In
other words, it reduces obstacles to dia-
logue and cooperation, allowing for flexibili-
ty, speed, privacy, simplicity, and a swift ad-
aptation to changed circumstances (Lipson,
1991: 500).
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However, informality is not so easy to put into
practice at the highest political levels, and it
requires a constant effort to actively pro-
mote informality and interactivity. Before as
well as now, summit meetings often focus on
read-out statements on a very wide variety
of topics and result in increasingly lengthy
and pre-negotiated Chair’s Statements.

The promotion of informal dialogue in
ASEM has been a perennial problem. Al-
ready at the summit in Seoul in 2000, when
ASEM only counted 26 members, “Leaders
pleaded for more interactivity and infor-
mality at the meetings, with the objective
to encourage a more spontaneous and sub-
stantive discussion” (European Commission,
2001: 4). Enlargement of the partnership
to 53 members has only exacerbated this
problem, and the issue will not diminish in
importance with more prospective candi-
dates on the horizon. Now that ASEM has
seemingly turned into a mini-UN, it is all the
more vital to actively promote informality.

Informality is one of ASEM’s core strate-
gies and undeniably one of its strengths.
Interviews have made it clear that the op-
portunity for an informal discussion without
agenda is highly valued. Nevertheless, the
reality is often different, and formal inter-
action takes over. Three issues can be seen
to impinge on informal dialogue. First, at
summits and higher-level meetings (more
than at technical-level meetings) represen-
tation is important. For example, it is hard
to achieve informal interaction when some
countries are represented by ministers and
others by junior officials. The importance of
hierarchy and its impact on dialogue should
not be underestimated, certainly not when
dealing with Asian countries. Second, the EU
has a long tradition of frank and open dia-
logue to achieve consensus building, often
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based on informal rules. The EU also has its
“Gymnich” format: meetings in an informal
setting, with comfortable chairs but no ta-
bles, and with an agenda but without de-
cisions. Many Asian countries, on the other
hand, place importance on a more rigidly
defined framework for dialogue, in spite of
the predominant view of the informal “ASE-
AN Way”, for example. Third, informality is
also compromised when leaders are accom-
panied by too many advisers and supporting
staff in the room. Also here “cultural” differ-
ences between Asia and Europe play a role.

Policy recommendation 2:

Facilitate informality. How to ensure in-
formality with 53 partners? First, in order
not to reinvent the wheel, past proposals
can be revived (European Commission,
2001: 4). A well-prepared and active chair
should encourage interactivity, and intro-
ductory interventions should be kept to
a strict minimum. The emphasis should
be on free-flowing discussion, without
any pre-established list of speakers. There
should be sufficiently long informal inter-
vals, in addition to sufficient time slots
for bilateral meetings. The possibilities
for “speed dating” during ASEM summits,
allowing Heads of State and Government
to engage with their counterparts from oth-
er countries in bilateral meetings behind
closed doors in rapid succession, has been
and still is one of ASEM’s main attractions.

An important format facilitating informal-
ity is the Retreat Session. It is marked by
informal seating and more confidentiality,
without note-taking or recording, without
agenda or even an indicative list of top-
ics, and without detailed reflection in the
official summit documents. It allows for
a less-structured, free-flowing discussion
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with fewer people present in the meeting
room. The Retreat format has previously
been successfully applied for example in
the third ASEM FMM in 2001. It was in-
troduced for the first time at summit level
during ASEM4, held in Copenhagen in 2002,
which included a Retreat Session under the
heading “Dialogue on Cultures and Civiliza-
tions”. The Retreat, in a “leaders/ministers
only” or at most a “leaders/ministers plus
one” format, is a vital ingredient of oth-
er multilateral fora including the East Asia
Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF), and APEC. The ASEM Foreign Minis-
ters’ Meeting in Delhi of November 2013
made an important new start, re-introduc-
ing the Retreat format. It also re-launched
a factual and concise Chair's Statement,
not negotiated word for word but drafted
in close coordination with partners, and
more an enumeration of issues that have
been discussed rather than a negotiated
statement. The Retreat can be seen as
complementary to the Chair's Statement.
The Milan Summit equally applied a suc-
cessful Retreat session in order to allow for
the discussion of sensitive or contentious
regional issues.

Another possible way to promote informal-
ity is Working Tables and smaller-group
discussions. The most sensitive political
issues would still be discussed in plenary
retreat sessions, but the working tables
format could be useful to promote infor-
mality in the other sessions. As noted in
Chapter Two, the EU-CELAC has experi-
mented with this format. Participants in the
meeting could be split up into subgroups
for focused discussions, as a possible way
to keep all participants as actively involved
as possible in the dialogue. Each working
table could be chaired by one country, and
include 2 short keynote introductions, one
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from Asia, one from Europe, followed by
free, open and informal discussion. There
could be one theme for the plenary, for ex-
ample non-traditional security. After this,
three to five thematic meetings (“Working
Tables”), for which Leaders could sign up
in advance, would take place. These would
all focus on one issue in the sphere of the
overall theme of the plenary. For example,
working tables could focus on sustainable
development (e.g. water management),
climate change (e.g. ahead of a major UN
climate change conference), transnational
crime (e.g. trafficking), maritime security
(e.g. the fight against piracy), and connec-
tivity (e.g. border security and migration).
The outcomes and overall “vision” of the
meetings could be reported back to the
final plenary. This Working Table format
would also be in line with the smaller group
initiatives (see section 4.3 below). It is ob-
vious that there are challenges, in the first
place relating to logistics and resources,
including room infrastructure and issues
relating to interpreters. It is furthermore
clear that the choice of a narrowly-defined
theme is important in order to improve the
quality of the discussion. Nevertheless,
informality and interactivity form ASEM’s
core strengths. Actively promoting these
remains a crucial task.
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4.3 Cooperation and working
methods: Issue-based
leadership (IBL)

Enlargement has an undeniable impact,
not only on informal dialogue, but also on
ASEM’s methods for (non-binding) cooper-
ation. Today more than ever, ASEM needs
to show concrete activity, in focused areas
where ASEM’s approach can make a differ-
ence, and through initiatives that are not an
end in themselves, but are linked back to
and supportive of the dialogue.

As Julie Gilson (2012: 397) has pointed out,
ASEM’s growth into a large trans-regional
forum in which the inter-regional distinc-
tiveness has weakened, can be seen as a
blessing in disguise. The forum now offers
more opportunities to focus on issues of
common concern and interest through an
issue-led approach. In recent years ASEM
has been increasingly focusing on “vari-
able geometry”, or the idea that different
interests and priorities should allow for the
shaping of informal functional groups of
states that drive forward tangible cooper-
ation through “coalitions”. The concept of
such an “issue-based leadership” (IBL) as
guiding tool was first launched at the Hel-
sinki ASEM6 summit, but its implementa-
tion was flawed, suffering from relatively
low commitment, little information-sharing
and follow-up. India, the organizer of the
eleventh ASEM Foreign Ministers’ Meet-
ing, revived the idea in 2013, renaming it
“tangible cooperation”. The Milan summit
confirmed this list of groups of interested
members in sixteen different issue areas.

Also in the EU the principle of “issue-based
leadership” exists, and, under the name of
“enhanced cooperation”, is enshrined in the
Lisbon Treaty. Applying this arrangement,
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Member States can move forward at differ-
ent speeds and towards different goals, as
long as it furthers the objectives and inter-
ests of the EU. In a similar way, through its
variable geometry, ASEM can cater to the in-
dividual political agendas of member states,
in order to complement cooperation in other
fora. ASEM offers the chance for the cre-
ation of alliances, in the sense of “straight-
forward arrangements for non-binding col-
laboration” that allow for diversity among
participants and for ad hoc and loose coali-
tion building for issue-specific ends (Gilson,
2012: 397).

The return of “issue-based leadership” un-
der the banner of “tangible cooperation” is
struggling with uneven implementation. In
general Asian countries, not in the least Chi-
na and India, seem the most willing to drive
cooperation forward. Major European play-
ers are less visible, and the involvement in
initiatives of larger EU Member States has
decreased. Smaller member states, how-
ever, are more involved. Nevertheless, fol-
low-up after the FMM in New Delhi has been
flawed, not in the least because of a lack
of “ownership” of groups of clustered initia-
tives. Complications can also arise because
foreign ministries of the countries involved
have oversight responsibilities, but line
ministries are in charge of implementation.

Nevertheless, IBL is very much in line with
ASEM’s ongoing enlargement process, offer-
ing opportunities for alliance building in a
certain issue area. The instrument is further-
more in accordance with developments in
other fora, such as APEC and the UN. In APEC
for example a number of members jointly un-
dertake self-funded projects. Many of them
promote the sharing of information and best
practices among members. This is based on
the idea that different interests and priori-
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ties should allow for the shaping of informal
functional groups of states that drive forward
tangible cooperation through working groups.

Policy recommendation 3:

ASEM 4 la carte? Similar to the idea of “en-
hanced cooperation” in the EU, members
of ASEM should also be allowed to select
issues of interest “as if from a menu”, and
drive related initiatives and projects for-
ward. That is, as long as this ranks under
the ASEM vision and its common objectives.
Under “Variable Geometry ASEM”, a group
of likeminded partners from both Europe
and Asia can jointly pursue common objec-
tives, with the understanding that others
can get involved at a later stage. In order
to streamline “tangible cooperation”, Lead-
ers would need to provide the IBL tool with
a clear mandate, based on focused issues,
and mechanisms for coordination, report-
ing, and evaluation would need to be es-
tablished.!* Furthermore, it should remain
in line with the guidelines provided by the
AECF2000.

4.4 Coordination

Membership expansion inevitably places
additional strains on the logistical and man-
agerial side of the ASEM forum. Effective
and smooth coordination, administrative
support, and functional follow-up increas-
ingly form challenges as not only the num-
ber of members grows but also as meetings
and initiatives proliferate. It seems there-
fore almost inevitable to consider taking a
further step in strengthening institutional
coordination mechanisms.
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Proposals and attempts to streamline ASEM
coordination are not new. The Asia-Europe
Vision Group (AEVG 1999) already 16 years
ago proposed the creation of a “lean but ef-
fective secretariat” as a point of communi-
cation and coordination, and as a focus for
continuity also between summits. The 2004
summit made reference to the possibility
of creating a secretariat “at an appropriate
time”, but numerous ASEM partners have
continued to voice strong resistance against
increased institutionalization. As a form of
compromise the ASEM Virtual Secretariat
(AVS) was inaugurated at ASEM6 in Helsinki
in 2006.12 The AVS was supposed to become
the main coordinating instrument, particular-
ly in view of the increase of initiatives, min-
isterial meetings, and sectoral SOM, but the
experiment never really took off. The Virtual
Secretariat ended before it had well started.

Since 2006, several other attempts have
been made to implement incremental mea-
sures in order to improve coordinating mech-
anisms. In 2009 the European Commission
funded the “ASEM8 Coordinating Office”
(known as the ASEM8 Coordination Team or
TASC), an ad hoc one-year initiative to pre-
pare, coordinate, and support the ASEMS8
Summit in Brussels.'* The TASC included two
full-time employees and even established an
ASEM intranet. The EU-funded TASC initia-
tive can be seen as having provided a model
for the creation of a Technical Support Unit,
called ASEM Chairman Support Group (ACSG),
ahead of the 2012 summit in Laos. This unit,
funded by ASEM members, integrated the
hosts of the upcoming summit and FMM
in the coordination mechanism “from sum-
mit to summit”, something which had been

11 As recommended by “The Future of ASEM” workshop, Singapore, 4 April 2008. The workshop was organized by the Asia-Europe Foun-
dation, the China Institute of International Affairs, and the European Institute of Asian Studies.
12 Japan was the prime mover behind the initiative to establish a virtual secretariat, endorsed by the Seventh Foreign Ministers’ Meeting

in Kyoto.
3 See the Chair's statement of ASEM FMM9, paragraph 30.
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called for already in the Helsinki Declaration
on the Future of ASEM (2006). However, nei-
ther the ensuing FMM in New Delhi (2013)
nor the summit in Milan (2014) made men-
tion of the ACSG, implying the demise of yet
another effort to strengthen coordination. In
addition, ASEM has started experimenting
with project-based agencies or “sectoral sec-
retariats” to ensure continuity and follow-up.
An ASEM Education Secretariat was created
in 2009. It works on the basis of rotation and
is hosted by one ASEM country for the term
of four years, while other ASEM members are
invited to second staff to the secretariat.*

The question, then, is whether ASEM can
still afford not to establish a more perma-
nent liaison office, in view of the continu-
ing enlargement process and in order to
improve the operationability of initiatives
based on “tangible cooperation”.

In practice, a secretariat “would help keep
records, create templates, streamline pro-
cedures, facilitate communication, foster
transparency, and thus would provide in-
stitutional memory and ensure that every
next step would take into account what
had been done before or attempted before”
(Vandenkendelaere, 2011: 61). In addition it
would offer the following advantages:

- It would greatly enhance ASEM’s
achievement orientation, increase public
awareness, and equip ASEM to deal with
the growing complexity of the process.

« In combination with permanent working
groups or committees (see Chapter One)
in key areas of cooperation, a secretariat
can rekindle the interest of some Euro-
pean governments that seem to have
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lost their active interest in the process.

- For its institutional memory ASEM

would no longer need to depend on fre-
quently transferred national officials.

- It would provide professional, neutral,

and objective service to all ASEM mem-
bers (de Crombrugghe, 2011la: 185).
Importantly it would treat all partners
equally, which would be to the benefit of
the less-developed countries in ASEM.

- Questions about the geographical rep-

resentativeness of coordinators would
no longer be relevant (ibid.)

- It could avoid problems related to the

lack of experience, expertise, or logistical
resources that smaller, less developed
or less experienced countries face when
being in charge of organizing meetings
or summits. This would enhance their
effective participation in ASEM events.
It would also prevent larger non-coor-
dinator states from having a too strong
impact on relatively weak coordinators.

- It can offer a solution to the uncontrolled

proliferation of initiatives, and avoid the
tendency to propose initiatives for initi-
atives’ sake (the so-called “laundry list”
or “Christmas tree” phenomenon). It can
make sure that all partners are on board
on a timely basis, streamline ASEM pro-
jects, and hold the different strands of ini-
tiatives together. It can prevent that ASEM
loses track of activities conducted under its
label (cf de Crombrugghe, 2011b: 42), or
that initiatives lack objectivity or transpar-
ency. Importantly, it can compile and circu-
late information, and ensure follow up.

14 Germany hosted the secretariat in Bonn for four years, after which Jakarta, Indonesia took over in 2013. Belgium (the Flemish com-

munity) will host the secretariat as of 2017.
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Having said that, setting up a secretariat
would bring about issues related to staffing,
funding and location, and could even con-
flict with the existing EU coordination ma-
chinery. And to a certain extent the EU as
ASEM’s only permanent coordinator already
functions as a de facto secretariat.

Nevertheless, the positive experience with
the ASEM8 Coordinating Office, TASC) fund-
ed by the European Commission shows that
also in the EU resistance against “creep-
ing institutionalization” may be decreas-
ing. According to one interviewed official, a
53-member ASEM necessitates increased
coordination and institutionalization; ASEM
now needs to show a product as a result of
the dialogue, and for that better manage-
ment is vital.

Either way, it seems inevitable that in the
medium to long term, more changes are
needed if ASEM wants to turn into a strong
and concrete dialogue and cooperation
framework with visible impact.

Policy recommendation 4:

Create a light yet permanent liaison of-
fice in order to cope with the growing need
for coordination and management of an
enlarging institution. If this is politically
infeasible in the short term, coordination
on the Asian side could be strengthened
as proposed in Chapter One; a “troika”
consisting of the hosts of the most recent,
upcoming, and next summits could be in-
cluded in the coordination machinery; and,
depending on the specific objective within a
certain issue area, a coordinating office or
rotating coordinating country can be estab-
lished based on the idea of sectoral lead-
ership, following the example of the ASEM
Education Secretariat.
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4.5 Substance: Issues for ASEM

New members add potential and dynamism
to the ASEM partnership, and steer the di-
alogue and cooperation in new directions.
One of ASEM’s missions is to act as a po-
litical catalyst contributing to ongoing coop-
eration at other levels. More than ever the
challenge is to find added value to other fora
(for example the UN), and to outline topics
of bi-regional relevance that do not overlap
with competing institutions. Here the sub-
sidiarity principle as applied to the ASEM
context by Gerald Segal in 1997 is still valid:

Not all issues

are best tackled at an
ASEM level and not

all ASEM issues are best
tackled by all Asians and

all Europeans.

Gerald Segal (1997)

All too often the informal approach has
formed a mismatch with lofty proclaimed
objectives. Both dialogue and projects
should be focused on cooperation areas in
which progress can be made. Examples of
such areas include the interlinked themes
of connectivity, non-traditional security, and
sustainable development.

First, connectivity is closely related to in-
tegration and to economy and trade, but
is also linked to sustainable development
and people-to-people exchanges. In other
words, it is a very broad concept that means
different things to different countries: it can
imply political connectivity (political and
diplomatic linkages); physical connectivity
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and hard infrastructure (transport by air,
road, rail or sea); institutional connectivity
and soft infrastructure (customs integra-
tion, liberalization of trade and services);
technological connectivity (technology and
innovation); and people-to-people con-
nectivity (tourism, education, culture, ex-
changes between think tank and research
communities). ASEM can contribute to more
narrowly defining connectivity, and setting
objectives. Given the nature of ASEM, this
would be related to the sharing of practic-
es and the exchange of ideas, rather than
to physical connectivity and infrastructure
projects. Also within the sphere of connec-
tivity, issues related to the Arctic develop-
ment agenda or Arctic maritime transport
routes can be tackled in ASEM, as it includes
Nordic EU countries as well as Norway, and
numerous Asian ASEM countries are turning
their attention to the region. Chapter Four
will elaborate further on possibilities for
ASEM in the sphere of connectivity.

Issues in the non-traditional security sphere
form another field where ASEM can have a
comparative advantage. Since the 2000s
the security agenda has taken on a much
stronger position in the Europe-Asia dia-
logue. This shift from economy to political/
security-related dialogue was due to the
Asian Financial Crisis (1997-8) and the
ensuing end of the so-called East Asian
economic miracle, and more importantly
the 9/11 attacks and the war in Iraq, re-
sulting in a “securitization” of the ASEM
agenda (Hanggi, 2004: 94). In particular the
awareness has grown that, as a result of
globalization, the global security agenda is
increasingly determined by “new”, “soft” or
“non-traditional” security challenges, such
as migrations, transnational crime, illicit
trafficking, environmental degradation, di-
saster management, infectious diseases,
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etc. As defined by Collins, “(i)t is the central-
ity of the use, or threat to use, military force
for coercive purposes that distinguishes
traditional security from non-traditional
security (NTS)” (Collins, 2012: 314). In ad-
dition, the principal concern is not so much
to safeguard territorial sovereignty, but so-
ciety, communities, and people.

As a result ASEM has increasingly been fo-
cusing on this field of NTS, even if it has
remained mainly at the level of consen-
sus-building and informal consultations in
the form of meetings aiming to share ex-
periences and build a common agenda. As
a multilateral, open and informal institution
ASEM is ideally placed to tackle NTS, not in
the least because it does not lock partners
into rigid governmental positions (Menotti
et al, 2000: 172). Asia-Europe coopera-
tion is therefore essential because Europe
is not immune from Asian challenges and
vice versa, and many countries, especially
in Asia, lack sufficient technical and finan-
cial resources (including training and insti-
tutions) (Ahmad and Kuik, 2000: 188-189).

For example, joint international customs op-
erations have achieved tangible outcomes.
In 2007, 2009 and 2014 Member States of
ASEM and the European Anti-Fraud Office
(OLAF) collaborated with Interpol, Europol
and the World Customs Organization (WCO)
in large-scale operations to counter smug-
gling of excise goods such as tobacco and
alcohol. The success of these operations
clearly shows that informal dialogue can
be complemented by cooperation on the
ground in tackling issues such as transna-
tional organized crime. Furthermore, ASEM
can contribute to defining objectives for
customs cooperation through operational
discussions, for example on procedures and
standards. Deliverables here could include
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an agreement on planning and developing
border security.

Another promising issue in the same NTS
sphere is the fight against piracy, as freedom
of navigation is a theme that unites Europe
and Asia. ASEM with the inclusion of India,
Russia, China, Japan and the EU is ideally
placed to promote and coordinate cooper-
ation in securing the Sea Lanes of Commu-
nication (SLOCS). The 2010 ASEM seminar
on piracy at sea already emphasized the
importance of joint naval operations.'®

Rather than tackling these issues directly
on the ground, it is sufficient for ASEM to
provide a platform for consensus building
and informal consultations, aiming to share
experiences, best practices, and expertise,
and build a common agenda. ASEM mem-
bers for example can share intelligence
with the specific aim to trace the financial
dealings of pirates (Gilson, 2012: 402).

ASEM can facilitate the creation of ad hoc
alliances, such as those in place in Opera-
tion Atalanta, or as have been used in the
customs operations in Europe. Asia-Europe
under the ASEM umbrella can furthermore
be instrumental in facilitating “multi-stake-
holder collaboration” (Huggins and Vester-
gaard Madsen, 2014). This term refers to
a more flexible structure to respond to NTS
threats. It is being applied in the Contact
Group on Piracy off the Coast of Somalia
(CGPCS), involving different actors including
the military but also NGOs, industry, and
civil society.

ASEM is well placed to increase civil soci-
ety involvement and track 2 initiatives in

such informal, multi-stakeholder working

15 Cf. ASEM8 Chair’s Statement (2010).
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groups. Also in view of the ongoing “infor-
malization of world politics” (Bueger, 2014),
a term indicating that international politics
are increasingly conducted elsewhere than
in formal international organizations, ASEM
can therefore have an impact on a more
flexible, informal structure to respond to
NTS threats.

Non-traditional security is closely related to
sustainable development. The water man-
agement project under the ASEM Sustain-
able Development Dialogue, itself under the
overall ASEM objectives to tackle non-tradi-
tional security and promote connectivity for
example, offers a suitable example. Bulgaria,
Hungary, Romania, Laos, Thailand and Viet-
nam jointly started the Danube-Mekong river
basins project in 2012, joined by Austria, Chi-
na, the EU and Slovakia in 2014. Sharing ex-
periences and best practices has important
relevance for sustainable development and
development cooperation, and has consider-
able “ASEM added-value”.

It is furthermore an excellent illustration
of how issue-based leadership can work
in practice through an “ASEM at different
speeds” approach, with a group of “shep-
herd” countries guiding the way, to be joined
by other interested parties at a later stage.

Also education is directly linked to sustain-
able development. It forms a way to lift
people out of poverty, prevents social exclu-
sion, and is a key element to promote more
sustainable growth. ASEM can contribute by
sharing information, experiences, and good
practice, for example on compulsory edu-
cation, on the use of new technologies in
education, or on the development of em-
ployment-promoting skills.
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ASEM can furthermore be instrumental in
encouraging countries to develop result-ori-
ented initiatives and programs. This could
give rise to groups of countries committing
to specific projects and activities (for exam-
ple joint curriculum development), followed
by a monitoring of progress.!® This forms an-
other good example of issue-based leader-
ship in practice. Chapter Four provides fur-
ther concrete recommendations in the field
of education as part of “soft connectivity”.

Policy recommendation 5:

Focus on issue areas in which ASEM can
make a difference, including in the spheres
of connectivity, non-traditional security,
and sustainable development. Link these
issues with the agenda of the summit and
reflect them in the Working Tables pro-
posed above.

5. Conclusion

Has ASEM’s far-reaching enlargement
process during the past decade made the
forum more sluggish and inefficient? Has
expansion into sub-regions such as South
Asia, Australasia, and Central Asia dilut-
ed an already fragile regional cohesion in
the Asian grouping? Has the admission of
non-EU states burdened the forum with a
new set of problems on the European side?
Or has enlargement on the other hand en-
hanced ASEM’s critical mass, and provides
greater dynamism to both dialogue and
cooperation, making the partnership “better
equipped to tackle present and future glob-
al challenges” as the Helsinki Declaration
on the Future of ASEM contended?

Interviews reveal that it is in particular new
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members who display a proactive and en-
thusiastic attitude towards ASEM. As such
it cannot be denied that enlargement has
added new vigor to the forum and its dis-
cussions, as a recent discussion paper con-
tends (Islam, 2015: 9). Many new members
are very eager and active, injecting new en-
ergy into certain issue areas. Furthermore,
ASEM enlargement is a sign that it has
evolved together with important changes
in the global environment. These include for
example increased multipolarity as a result
of the emergence of new global players;
and a transformation of inter-regionalism,
from pure region-to-region relations to
more diffuse transregional frameworks.

It is clear that ASEM’s nature has changed
radically from the initial 25+1 set-up to the
current 51+2 structure. As this chapter has
shown, enlargement undeniably impacts
on the forum’s overarching vision and ob-
jectives, the informal dialogue, methods of
cooperation, means of coordination, and
substance and issue areas. Yet, perhaps
rather than asking whether enlargement
is a sign of strength or not, the question
should be raised how expansion can be
made into an asset to make ASEM a more
streamlined, efficient, and visible forum,
and transform it from a “good-to-have” fo-
rum into a “must-have” forum connecting
Europe and Asia. This chapter has contend-
ed that ASEM enlargement should be seen
as a catalyst to revitalize ASEM, in partic-
ular by refining ASEM’s vision, actively en-
hancing informality, implementing variable
geometry through working groups for tan-
gible outcomes, strengthening coordination
and management, and tackling issue areas
in which the new constellation can achieve
results, within ASEM as well as elsewhere.

6 This was brought up during the “ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM” (Session 4, Social and Cultural Pillar), 20 March

2015, Bangkok.
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ASEM
Initiatives and

challenges
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1. Introduction

The aim of this chapter is not to evaluate
ASEM’s diplomatic success in general, or to
estimate the value of its political priorities
enumerated after every summit in carefully
drafted Chair’s Statements. By definition, as
an intergovernmental forum, the Asia-Eu-
rope Meeting provides officials, ministers
and, above all, political leaders of its mem-
ber countries and organizations, opportuni-
ties to meet, discuss and debate. Some of
the debates are then translated for the wid-
er public and for the media into specific and
accessible formal declarations and state-
ments. These statements have repeatedly
underlined the need to promote further co-
operation on specific issues, reiterated the
commitment of ASEM members, or tasked
senior officials to further study and assess
needs and solutions.

In addition, behind this official diplomatic
scene summarized in press conferences and
press statements, ASEM summits and meet-
ings are places for informal exchanges, of-
fering “under the radar” channels of discus-
sion. The most recent Chair's Statement!’
has, similarly, highlighted the fact that:

The informal
nature of ASEM has
allowed it to be responsive
to the fast-changing
global environment.

Herman Van Rompuy,
Chair at the Milan Summit, (2014)
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We assume therefore that this informali-
ty may be, in itself, a successful outcome,
balancing the sometimes shallow, repetitive
communiqués. As one Foreign Minister of an
Asian country once told this author at the end
of a fruitful summit: “ASEM does not need to
take media-prone initiatives to be politically
successful. It needs, before all, to last and to
be a resilient forum. My country decided to
become a member not because it sees ASEM
as an arena where you can do things better
or differently. We joined because we felt that
Asia and Europe have things to share in this
globalized world. And sharing does not nec-
essarily mean showing...”8

It is the specific aim of this chapter to focus
on ASEM’s initiatives and challenges, and to
examine, by means of interviews and facts-
based reports, the pertinence, efficiency,
credibility and legacy of the forum’s “tangi-
ble and result-oriented activities”. These ac-
tivities are supposed to “benefit the people
of both regions and increase ASEM’s visibil-
ity and relevance” in those issue areas reg-
ularly marked as crucial by its consecutive
leaders’ summits and ministerial meetings:
sustainable development, climate change,
human rights, education, culture, good gov-
ernance, trade, social welfare, norms, and
all security matters - from maritime secu-
rity to cyber-security.

2. Overview

2.1 Challenges

A plethora of meetings, conferences, work-
shops, and dialogues have been organized
under the ASEM banner. Some were one-off
events, whereas others have become long-
term processes. Yet, in spite of its nearly twen-

7 |ssued at the Milan Summit on 16-17 October 2014. www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/145154.pdf
18 Private communication, ASEM6 summit, September 11%, 2006, Helsinki.
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ty years of existence, ASEM too often gives
the impression of not having achieved much.
This is mainly due to four factors: 1) a prob-
lematic lack of specific ASEM added-value
and the absence of a scoreboard. This tends
to rapidly transform initiatives into “talking
shops” with only a loose focus on results; 2) a
meagre follow-up, prompting the concerned
actors (governmental or non-governmen-
tal) to repeat, from one meeting to another,
their very same proposals, and to repackage
positions to make them “ASEM compatible”,
rather than tasking ASEM with specific and
differentiated missions finely in tune with
the needs of the time; 3) a lack of dedicated
funding compared to other organisations and
forums, exacerbated by the present financial
pressures the European Union faces; and 4)
a lack of visibility, not only media-wise, but
also politically (see Chapter Six). The chronic
absence of European leaders to some ASEM
gatherings in the recent past, often noted
with regrets by their Asian counterparts, have
clearly undermined the impact of the deci-
sions taken during those summits.

It is worth noting, nevertheless, that some de-
cisions have been taken to compensate these
challenges. The launch of an EU-sponsored
and regularly updated ASEM InfoBoard in
2004, revamped and re-launched last year*®
has brought some solutions to the difficulties
mentioned above in terms of visibility and
follow-ups. The work carried out, since its
inception in 1997, by the Asia-Europe Foun-
dation (ASEF)?° should also be commended,
while institutions such as the European Com-
mission since ASEM’s early years have been
addressing these challenges.?! In spite of all
this, the overall picture remains foggy. ASEM’s

E

ASIA-EUROPE MEETING

work-in-progress does not easily appear on
the Asian and European public’s screens and
radars, diminishing the forum’s capacity to
become a game changer in both regions.

2.2 Structural impediments

In addition to these concrete obstacles on
which this chapter will elaborate, ASEM ini-
tiatives are also affected by the process’s
own structure and design. On the one hand,
ASEM since its inception in 1996 has been
an intergovernmental forum whose forays
into the real Asia-Europe world (including
the academic community, civil society, and
the corporate sector) have remained some-
what hidden behind its political machinery.
ASEM de facto encourages its member
countries (and their respective Foreign Min-
istry bureaucracies) to pay prime attention
to its regular meetings and summits. Though
prominent academics, media editors, social
activists or businesspeople are regularly in-
vited to attend symposiums and debates,
often held in parallel to summits, their dec-
larations and statements —even when they
are delivered to the leaders and annexed to
the final documents— rarely carry enough
weight to create a dynamic once the summit
has come to a conclusion. The Asia-Europe
People’s Forum (AEPF)?, created alongside
the Asia-Europe Business Forum (AEBF)
to engage ASEM more in contacts and ex-
changes with civil society, is a good example.
Though the AEPF has managed to retain a
regular voice during summits, and has suc-
ceeded in obtaining funding - mostly from
the European Union - to invite activists from
Asia and Europe to discuss sustainable de-
velopment, social security or climate change

2 www.asef.org/press/corporate/news-3406-asem-infoboard-website-re-launched

20 www.asef.org

21 See, for example, “Perspectives and Priorities for the ASEM Process” (1997),
eeas.europa.eu/asem/docs/comm_working_doc_perspectives_priorities_asem_en.pdf

22 www.aepf.info


http://www.asef.org/press/corporate/news-3406-asem-infoboard-website-re-launched
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http://eeas.europa.eu/asem/docs/comm_working_doc_perspectives_priorities_asem_en.pdf
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issues, it has failed, in its two decades of
existence, to become a prominent initiative,
able to have an influence on the intergov-
ernmental agenda.

It is here that the inefficient “talking shop”
syndrome is threatening, especially when it
is fuelled by political mistrust: we cannot
expect an NGO’s Forum to be active when
leaders tend to sideline the event because
of political concerns, or when an ASEM sum-
mit is tragically followed by the disappear-
ance of an AEPF coordinator, as it happened
in Vientiane, Laos on December 15%, 2012
when social activist and prominent people’s
voice, Sombath Somphone was abducted
and never seen again. This disappearance
has cast a clear shadow on ASEM social and
human rights ambitions.?®

On the other hand, the lack of an ASEM per-
manent secretariat —a constant subject of
debate within the forum— plays undoubt-
edly a role in hampering its initiatives. Hu-
man nature is such that a permanent ASEM
team, composed of persons whose own
professional future is linked to the success
of the organization and its activities, would
certainly pay more attention to its profile,
reputation and record. A secretariat would
also be more efficient to surf on what has
been one of ASEM’s more recent tools: “Is-
sue-based Leadership” (2006) or “Tangible
Cooperation initiatives” as outlined in the
Chair's Statement of the ASEM FMM 11
(2013).2* In short, a permanent ASEM staff
could serve as leverage when approached
by a specific member country on a certain
issue. The creation of such a secretariat
would result in a better sense of appropria-
tion and ownership of the process, at least
in terms of ASEM initiatives.

2 sombath.org/global-concern/statements/
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2.3 ASEM’s track record

Surveying closely ASEM’s past achieve-
ments, this chapter nevertheless identifies
three fields where the Asia-Europe Meeting
process has produced a remarkable track
record: connectivity, trade and sustainable
development, and non-traditional security.
Which initiatives have been taken in those
three dedicated areas? Why have they been
more successful than others, and why has
the ASEM process proven to be more con-
ducive in these fields? Can ASEM continue
producing added value for its members,
while other forums as well are exploring
these directions? The following sections will
answer these questions, based on available
ASEM-related material and on the author’s
personal experiences as a journalist cover-
ing past ASEM summits and meetings.

Taking into account the challenges, we need
to ask ourselves whether ASEM has had, in
those three areas, the capacity to respond
to the changing political demand and cur-
rent events, and to develop tools to build
up a more efficient Asia-Europe communi-
ty. Rather than filling its agenda with topics
acceptable to government bureaucrats, can
ASEM adapt its meeting/framework to the
needs of its members? Can the political will
to address those issues be complimented
by a dedicated capacity to deliver some-
thing different from other fora dealing with
the same issues? In short, can ASEM pro-
duce initiatives clearly identified with the
Asia-Europe matrix?

Our reality check proves that ASEM has been
productive, but not competitive, in the sense
that it has not yet achieved enough to de-
velop an added value beyond its political

24 eeas.europa.eu/asem/docs/chairs-statement-asem-fmm11-12112013_en.pdf
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goals and framework. What ASEM needs
is indeed a focus on areas where progress
can be made, in response to the changing
international environment and political de-
mand. Interviews with experts and officials
have furthermore made it clear that the lack
of focus and “holding the initiatives togeth-
er’ is one of the most pressing challenges
at present. Not dealing with this challenge
risks turning ASEM into a passive pillar, rath-
er than the engine, of a more fruitful and
results-oriented Asia-Europe cooperation.

3. Connectivity / Connecting
civil societies

The word connectivity is frequently used
nowadays as it covers economic connec-
tivity (markets integration, trade links...),
cyber-connectivity (the widespread use of
the internet), transport connectivity (rail,
roads, air routes...) and people-to-people
exchange. It is beyond doubt that ASEM has
a lot to gain by emphasizing connectivity
as a key motto and objective for its future
developments, as there will be no lasting
Asia-Europe dialogue without existing links
to support this political dialogue. The insis-
tence of China, with its “One Belt One Road
initiative”, abundantly commented upon in
the media,?® shows how this issue can carry
political weight for an Asia-Europe forum
banking on its continental link.

3.1 Hard connectivity:
Breaking the deadlock

It is this author's assumption that ASEM,
through its political dialogue process, can-
not be more than an “incubator” for hard
connectivity. Regular political meetings
can certainly help to promote the idea of
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rail links, road links, energy links between
Asia and Europe. But it needs to be kept in
mind that the informality of ASEM, its lack
of available budgets, its lack of technical
assistance input, constitute a clear obstacle
to foster hard connectivity.

ASEM can help set and strengthen a polit-
ical agenda, taking the occasion of its nu-
merous gatherings to pinpoint some prob-
lems, or try to solve some pending issues
by offering leaders an occasion to meet
bilaterally. But at the end of the day, in-
vestment decisions —the bottom line of
“hard connectivity”— will be made at the
national/regional level, in consultation with
financing agencies such as the Asian Devel-
opment Bank (ADB) or the new China-based
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB).
We tend to disagree here with the view ex-
pressed by Polish Expert Patryk Kugiel in his
policy paper, published prior to the 2015
Milan Summit, in which he argues that
ASEM could play a decisive role in generat-
ing “additional funds for the modernisation
and construction of railways and roads in
Ukraine. In this way, the large Trans-Europe-
an transport corridors, which currently end
at the Ukrainian border (the Mediterranean
and the Rhine-Danube) could be extended
further to Asia to connect with Chinese-led
projects (the New Silk Road), and to South
and South-East Asia.”?® Rather, ASEM’s mis-
sion is to launch initiatives conducive of an
“investment atmosphere”, acting as a cata-
lyst more than an operator.

In addition, when it comes to hard con-
nectivity, it cannot be denied that Turkey,
Serbia and Ukraine, whose applications to
join ASEM have so far not been approved
for obvious political reasons, constitute

25 thediplomat.com/2015/04/why-the-one-belt-one-road-initiative-matters-for-the-eu/

2 www.pism.pl/files/?id_plik=18465
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some of Central Europe’s gateways to Asia.
Considering the key geographic location
of these countries, hard connectivity and
transcontinental links will remain difficult
challenges.

Policy recommendation 1:

ASEM could nevertheless take advantage
of its regular political meetings, at Foreign
Ministers or Heads of State and Govern-
ment level, to propose an updated review
of major hard-connectivity projects be-
tween Asia and Europe. This ASEM con-
nectivity index, listing all road and railway
links, with an update on their progresses
and a review on the main concerned inves-
tors, plus attached maps and figures will
certainly help to embody the idea of con-
nectivity between Asia and Europe. Such an
index, regularly updated and annexed to the
Chair Statement, could be divided in three
sections: 1) Trade integration/agreements
2) Transports 3) Cyber connectivity.

Policy recommendation 2:

Rather than continuing its AEPF and AEBF
Forums on the sidelines of the summit,
ASEM could launch a dedicated “Connec-
tivity Forum” bringing together business
sector operators —and possibly media
and civil society organisations— to discuss
those infrastructure-related issues whose
impact on sustainable development, secu-
rity and climate change is obvious. Private
sector actors (corporations, investment
funds...) could also be invited to meet with
ASEM Economy Ministers, serving as an op-
portunity to revive their meeting, the EMM,
which has somewhat been sidelined by the
ASEM Finance Ministers’ Meetings (FinMM).

27 web.worldbank.org/archive/website01039/WEB/O__CON-7.HTM#03
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Policy recommendation 3:

This Connectivity Forum could be a regu-
lar event, financed by private sponsors and
offering an occasion to revive the now de-
funct ASEM Trust Fund, established in June
1998 to provide support to countries hit by
the Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) and operat-
ed by the World Bank.?” In the future, it may
replace the Asia-Europe Business Forum
(AEBF), which has often proven to be too
comprehensive to attract prominent busi-
ness personalities.

3.2 Soft connectivity: major
improvements needed

ASEM'’s objective to foster cultural, social,
education dialogue, and its leading role in
what | will here call soft connectivity, is a
highly promising aspect of its mandate and
portfolio of activities. Two initiatives that
come immediately to mind are the Asia-Eu-
rope People’s Forum (AEPF) network and
the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF), whose
roles and missions have already been high-
lighted above.

One particular achievement of the ASEM fo-
rum has been its Educational Process, and
in particular the EU-Asia Higher Education
platform or EAHEP, supported by the biennial
ASEM Rectors’ Conference whose purpose,
since its first meeting in Berlin in 2008, has
been to promote a wider Asia-Europe Univer-
sity platform. Beyond these institutional ini-
tiatives, it is also important to note the grow-
ing interaction between Asian and European
universities and campuses. In that regard,
the Higher Education “hub” developed by the
island-state of Singapore, where numerous
EU universities have now delocalized either a
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campus or a regional headquarter, can serve
as a model. Though it may sound as a formal
and empty statement, the final declaration
of the ASEM Rectors’ Conference, held in
Seoul in 2010, provides positive guidelines to
further higher education cooperation, noting
that “the growing level of interdependence
between regions in the areas of research
has made interregional dialogue particularly
relevant (...) in a globalised society”.

Beyond these formal educational exchang-
es, we should also take into account the
fact that ASEM leaders have repeatedly
pointed out the necessity to address the
youngest segment of the Asian and Europe-
an population, starting from the launch of
the forum 20 years ago. The Model ASEM,
recently held in Singapore in April 2015, is
an excellent initiative with great potential
to increase ASEM awareness among the
younger segment of the population (cf. also
Chapters Two and Five).28

There are, nevertheless, enduring risks
embedded in these initiatives. These risks
include repetition (inviting incessantly the
same people and organizations); low repre-
sentativeness (how to be sure those regular
guests are representing the evolving public
opinion); an unbalanced approach (Europe
being keener than Asia to foster this civil
society dialogue); and political correctness
(addressing the very same issues while
keeping at bay other difficult subjects, linked
to the intergovernmental nature of ASEM).

Policy recommendation 4:
We live in a time of brands, labels, and

norms. They are not only there to help us
recognize and identify products, but also
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to guide us in an increasingly dense forest
of initiatives and organizations. Education
experts interviewed by this author in Brus-
sels after the recently held Education, Youth
and Sports Ministers’ Meeting on 18 and
19 May 2015 repeatedly expressed their
desire to establish a more fruitful educa-
tional connection between Asia and Europe,
especially at a time when European higher
institutions, such as for example the Fon-
tainebleau-based business school INSEAD,
have decided to relocate a large part of
their operations to Asia?® ASEM-led ed-
ucational exchanges should be marked
by a clearly-referenced label, while more
Asia-Europe student exchanges are taking
place. This label would underline the huge
potential in academic exchanges between
ASEM countries. In the meantime ASEM
could explore the idea of a preferential sta-
tus or priority given to ASEM students in
universities of both regions.

Policy recommendation 5:

As soft connectivity requires imagination,
transnational links and mutual trust, ASEM
could explore the idea of an ASEM Univer-
sity, copied on the UN University based in
Tokyo, Japan. This University could be host-
ed in two existing academic institutions, one
in Europe and one in Asia. It could serve as
a bridge for students and professors willing
to conduct research, and it could be linked
to an ASEM academic grants and scholar-
ships network, whose management could
be assigned to the existing Asia-Europe
Foundation under its education portfolio.

Policy recommendation 6:

Similar to APEC's committees, ASEM could

2 www.asef.org/projects/themes/education/3492-model-asem-spinoff-editions/3493-model-asem-singapore-2015

2% campuses.insead.edu/asia
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support the emergence of dedicated ASEM
Boards of Experts/Personalities, in at least
four fields: Academic Exchange, Social and
Human Rights, Media, and Youth. These
“Boards” would be linked to the Asia-Europe
Foundation and provide, once every two
years, a review of what has been done in their
respective field of action. They could meet up
biennially, alongside the ASEM meetings. A
call for applications could be sent to all ASEM
partners to recruit these experts.

4. A new trade/investment
environment

This section ideals with a rather simple core
question, namely whether ASEM trade-led
initiatives can have an impact on multilat-
eral negotiations benefitting ASEM mem-
bers. Can ASEM, at the very least, become a
credible forum for trade discussions in the
context of emerging regional agreements
illustrated by the Transpacific Partnership
(TPP)? The difficulty here derives mainly
from the fact that ASEM membership has
evolved rapidly, as did the EU member-
ship and the role of the WTO. It would be
therefore unfair to criticize ASEM for its
under-achievements in a field where, in
short, bilateral and regional ties have re-
tained the upper hand during the last 20
years, despite multilateral efforts. To add
to the complication, trade is by definition a
very sensitive topic on which Europe is di-
vided, especially when it comes to possible
free trade with an Asian region. The reality
check is provided daily when looking at the
bilateral negotiations between EU member
countries and their Asian counterparts.

Another trap to avoid in terms of trade, is
to try to quantify statistically the impact
of ASEM initiatives. The general appetite
for trade cannot be seen separately from
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the economic circumstances of the time.
ASEM credibility in that area has there-
fore suffered from the successive crises its
members had to deal with, from the Asian
Financial Crisis to the present and ongoing
European crisis. The impact of the crisis in
Europe is obvious in an eroded competitive-
ness, political clouds hovering over the euro
currency, and the doubts, fuelled by the UK
decision to hold a referendum on a possible
“Brexit”, on the future of a more integrated
European economic cooperation.

Nevertheless, it is probably now, nearly 20
years after ASEM’s creation, that the time
is best suited to launch credible/efficient
initiatives. Precisely because the very idea
of free trade is being challenged, and its
benefits are widely debated, ASEM should
commit itself to advocate more trade
links, more trade arrangements, betting on
the fact that the incoming revolution in
transcontinental road/rail transportation
through Eurasia will, like it or not, have
an overwhelming effect on the present
trade environment and schemes.

ASEM, we believe, does not have the capac-
ity to embark on a global trade/investment
promotion course, as it poses obvious con-
flicts of interest in that field to ASEM mem-
ber countries. What is therefore important
for ASEM is to pinpoint the importance of
liberalizing trade and investment within the
Asia-Europe area, without losing sight of
the benefits this will bring to the local pop-
ulation and to the ultimate goal of a more
sustainable development. ASEM can have a
clear added value if it endorses free trade
promoting the interest of both continents
and compatible with the aspirations of the
populations concerned. The emphasis should
therefore be placed on the awareness of
trade benefits, and on trade sustainability.
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ASEM will only be able to make a difference
if it appears as a forum in which divergent
views can be heard and governments meet
to discuss issues crucial to the wellbeing of
their citizens. There are indications that an
ASEM Senior Officials’ Meeting on Trade and
Investment (SOMTI) and an Economic Minis-
ters’ Meeting (EMM) may materialize in Asia
in 2016, and Thailand, host of the most
recent Senior Officials’ Meeting in Bangkok,
intends to place this on the agenda.*® If this
is the case, the different parties concerned
should fully utilize this occasion.

ASEM could also make a difference by be-
ing at the forefront of the fight against the
rise of transnational criminal activities that
have followed the liberalization of trade. The
question of corporate waste, now topping the
agenda of many cities and regions in ASEM
countries, could, for example, be addressed
more vigorously within the ASEM framework.

Policy recommendation 7:

Customs facilitation and Standard/Norms
collaboration can be enhanced. The fact that
Customs Directors General from ASEM coun-
tries have been meeting regularly should
not prevent ASEM leaders to propose more
significant initiatives, without duplicating
what is presently done by respective trade
ministries or agencies. ASEM could create
a “Customs Training Cluster”, where direc-
tors of these respective agencies meet and
have an exchange on their topics of interest.

The difficulty so far, confirmed by experts,
is that in the area of customs cooperation
ASEM has not yet managed to bring onboard
enough players from the private sector and
from other enforcement agencies. Too often,
ASEM customs officials have been discussing
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the crucial issues of standards, norms and
procedures, without sufficient awareness of
the situation on the ground. This was brought
to the attention of this author after the Oc-
tober 2014 meeting of Asia-Europe Customs
Officials in Prague, during which, once again,
the main aim was to “facilitate legitimate
trade but also help enhance supply chain
security by allowing for targeted controls of
identified high risk cargo”. The idea of a “clus-
ter”, therefore, would include bringing togeth-
er different arrays of specialists, from Asia
and Europe, without limiting the attendance
to bureaucrats of specific administrations.

A model for this already exists and may
serve as an example, namely the OECD’s
global Forum on Tax Administration (FTA).
This annual forum brings together Directors
of Tax Administration worldwide to discuss
standards and norms, and publishes an an-
nual report. It also engages in regular sur-
veys, and has recently promoted an OECD
sponsored project of “tax and customs
without borders”. Inspired by this exam-
ple, ASEM could promote a more informal
gathering, open at the beginning to those
who want to participate. Based on several
interviews and discussions with the Forum’s
Director, Pascal Saint-Amans, this author
believes that the OECD could be a valuable
resource to explore further ASEM initiatives.

Policy recommendation 8:

Though ASEM, as an informal forum, should
choose to stay away from sensitive subjects
like liberalization or free trade, it may serve
as a catalyst for new ideas emerging in Asia
and Europe, and eventually to function as a
promoter for a “bottom-up” trade approach.
In agriculture in particular, producers of Eu-
ropean and Asian countries are willing to

30 Based on discussions with officials in Brussels, Milan, and Bangkok where a seminar on the future of ASEM was held in March 2015.



THE FUTURE OF THE

explore more direct opportunities of cooper-
ation, now made possible by the widespread
use of the Internet. ASEM, by inaugurating
rotating forums, could devote one to agri-
culture products, linking this to the existing
NGO network active through AEPF.

5. Fostering Global
Governance

ASEM has taken numerous initiatives in
the field of food security, environmental
preservation, and the fight against climate
change, and has organized discussions and
seminars on hard security and cyber-secu-
rity, as well as on tax evasion and transna-
tional crime. It is not a surprise to see that
those subjects have been frequently ad-
dressed by ASEM leaders, and are featured
prominently in the summits’ final declara-
tions. ASEM achievements in this field are
even quite impressive. There is a clear will
in Asia and Europe to find ways to promote
a better global governance, especially on
climate change and global warming.

Nevertheless, considering that the interna-
tional fight against global warming is UN
led with a clear agenda and conferences
set at a specific date, ASEM has not been
able to produce a clear input, or prepare an
original contribution. This could have been
done if a secretariat, carrying this specif-
ic mission, had been in place and working
towards that objective. A reinforcement of
the Asia-Europe Foundation staff dealing
with these issues, especially in the after-
math of the Paris COP 21 conference would
definitely be able to foster added value. In
particular two governance issues relating to
climate change can be made more efficient
through a fine-tuning of ASEM involvement,
namely environmental preservation and
food security.
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5.1 Preservation of the
environment

ASEM expertise remains too low key. Cli-
mate change discussions often suffer from
the complexity of the subject, and the pro-
liferation of initiatives. ASEM initiatives,
though quite remarkable, have fallen into
this trap. Here again it is essential to keep in
mind what the added value of ASEM can be.
The Asia-Europe Meeting, bringing together
a number of countries with a long experi-
ence in tourism and a thorough credibility
in the area of the hospitality industry, could
serve as a platform to promote “green
economy” and “green tourism”. Experiences
could be shared and academics could meet
to discuss ways in order to draw lessons
from each other’s experiences. One exam-
ple that could be adapted, possibly, within
the ASEM framework is the “Green Econo-
my Forum” taking place each year in Brus-
sels. Its success could easily be transferred
to the Asia-Europe context, by promoting
green businesses, green actors, and green
experiences. By doing so, ASEM could put
a face on those experiences and convince
each government to bring one or two main
players alongside their official delegations
to the summits.

5.2 Food security

Food security constitutes a crucial field
within soft security, even if it has received
relatively little attention thus far. Obviously,
it is more sexy for governments and experts
to discuss cyber-security, but the global
race for arable land as well as the fact that
Europe remains a leading agricultural pro-
ducer make food security an obvious topic
for debate. More can be achieved in that
field, in particular in connection with the
relevant UN agencies.
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Also here this chapter’s core argument is
valid, namely that ASEM needs to prioritize
some issues relating to global governance.
Its strength may derive from its capacity
to promote a “lessons learnt” process, and
focus on human development and securi-
ty. This would create a sense of confidence
among the general public, as ASEM will be
able to portray itself as being committed
to human dignity and respectful of sustain-
able development.

Policy recommendation 9:

One issue to which the ASEM process
should give higher priority is food security,
while keeping in mind that the sub-region-
al context in this regard is highly relevant.
We doubt that ASEM full membership is the
appropriate format for such exchanges, but
ASEM “food security clusters”, bringing to-
gether experts from some parts of Europe
and some parts of Asia could prove very
useful. This idea has been suggested to
this author during an exchange with Greek
agriculture officials, who were interested in
examining the possibility of including olive
oil in the now famous “Okinawa Diet” de-
veloped in the Southern islands of Japan.
It may sounds trivial, but such a request
demonstrates the interest that local produc-
ers may have in enhanced Asia-Europe ex-
changes, taking into account the wellbeing
of the local populations. It could also serve
as a good narrative to illustrate down-to-
earth regional cooperation, and might trig-
ger the interest of leaders. The launch of
“food security panels” by sub-region (as
the issue of food highly depends on climate
and geography), with the duty to report to
the Leaders’ summit, could also serve as a
reminder that ASEM is honestly committed
to the interest of its population.
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Policy recommendation 10:

It goes without saying that ASEM Ministers
of Tourism can discuss the proper ways to
expand the flow of visitors throughout the
region. There is as yet no formal arrange-
ment to host an ASEM Tourism Ministerial
Meeting, but this could form an important
contribution, especially as the economic cri-
sis weighs on European tourist destinations
from Greece to Spain. ASEM could also be a
highly useful tool for dialogue and exchang-
es of experiences on sustainable tourism.
An ASEM Green Travel initiative, linking
tour operators and tourism professionals
with Ministries of Tourism and NGOs active
in this field could serve as a dedicated plat-
form. Once again, the idea is not to multiply
the platforms or committees operated by
ASEM, but to look for areas where Asia-Eu-
rope cooperation can make a difference
and, consequently, increase the forum’s im-
pact and visibility. Tourism is too often seen
as a low-key issue while, in reality, it covers
a wide spectrum and is inextricably linked
to issues of good governance.

5.3 The Asia-Europe
security gap

Security is probably one of the areas where
ASEM formal initiatives, despite multiply-
ing channels of discussions on maritime,
cyber- or hard security, will face enormous
challenges. These challenges derive from
the fact that Asia and Europe certainly do
not share the same security concerns and
preoccupations, and it cannot be ignored
that within ASEM competitions, rivalry, and
perhaps even tensions reminiscent of a
quasi-state of Cold War exist. Pretending to
ignore this reality is dangerous and would
put ASEM at the risk of becoming irrelevant.
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The issue of Islamic radicalization forms an
example. There is, for obvious reasons, a
trend towards a higher focus within ASEM
on this issue, fostering police/intelligence
exchanges. Malaysia has recently taken the
lead. But again, the risk is great to perceive
these encounters as disappointing, as the
willingness to trade information between
Asian and European countries remains lim-
ited. ASEM would probably gain more by
commissioning a task force of sociologists/
anthropologists whose aim would be to study
the different patterns of radicalization among
the Muslim youth population. One key factor,
often mentioned in Europe as a recurrent
problem, is the training of imams and the
influence acquired by “imported” religious fig-
ures from Northern Africa or the Middle East.
ASEM, including several countries harbouring
a large Muslim population, should do more to
comprehensively map out jihadist patterns,
flux and behaviours. An interesting report
produced in 2008 by the Change Institute for
the European Commission ended with a list of
“|dentified beliefs ideologies and narrative for
exploration during field work”3! It mentioned
in particular the argument of the “clash of
civilizations” and the “decadence of western
culture”. Bringing onboard Asian experts with
a Muslim background, and inviting them to
review European policies towards the Mus-
lim minorities may help to foster awareness
and to tone down the discrimination factor
too often seen as sparking potential violence.
Along the same lines, inviting European Mus-
lim scholars to debate with their Asian coun-
terparts on the impact of decolonization on
mentalities could trigger a new approach. But
once again here, ASEM would gain more by
hosting targeted academic exchanges than
bringing together administrative/police offi-
cials whose cooperation is already the main
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task of Interpol or other intelligence-sharing
treaties or mechanisms.

A further concern here is the presence of the
hidden elephant in the room: the USA and its
policy towards the Pacific. ASEM should do
more to promote security cooperation, espe-
cially in the field of soft security, to address
this gap. But the question of security inevi-
tably raises the sub-question of the US-Eu-
rope-Asia triangle and the specific needs of
each actor in a time of turmoil fuelled by ter-
rorism, nationalism and separatism threats.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter, ad-
dressing ASEM initiatives and challenges in
general, to look into the details of securi-
ty-related issues to be debated by Ministers
and Leaders. Instead the analysis follows
a more journalistic approach, as ASEM can
be an occasion to report on those questions
from a different angle. As security is not
only a matter of weaponry and strategic
analysis, but also of perceptions of threats
and respective ambitions, we believe that
ASEM should concentrate more on these di-
rections, aided by the presence among its
members of neutral countries (Switzerland)
and of prominent peace-diplomacy actors
(Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Finland).

Policy recommendation 11:

Organize a yearly ASEM seminar on me-
diation and peace diplomacy, comparable
to what has been done in the field of human
rights, with the annual Human Rights sem-
inar. Countries willing to support this en-
deavour could be easily found, and efforts
could be made to tag this initiative to the
International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) present in Asia.

31 ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/doc_centre/terrorism/docs/ec_radicalisation_study_on_ideology_and_narrative_en.pdf
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Policy recommendation 12:

Cyber-criminality and cyber-security are
topping the international agenda. ASEM
certainly does not have the resources to
compete with more prominent organisa-
tions. But what ASEM can do, eventually, is
to ensure access to information to its mem-
bers, thereby clearly serving the purpose of
a forum where all countries are on an equal
footing. More than a seminar bringing to-
gether experts, ASEM could take the lead in
Asia and Europe by proposing the first-ever
official cyber-security contest, with a view to
drawing in youth from all its member coun-
tries. This would be an exercise-driven ini-
tiative, bringing national teams from each
member country, to protect/attack a fictional
ASEM crucial infrastructure. The ASEM Cy-
ber-games would certainly make headlines,
maybe even make American corporations
envious, while at the same time promoting
recognition of a highly-needed cooperation
among ASEM members. The Trans-Eurasian
Information Network (TEIN), a large-scale
research and education data-communica-
tions network for the Asia-Pacific region, is
an important precursor here, given its em-
phasis on Internet and education.®?

Policy recommendation 13:

ASEM should promote its public diplomacy
exercise. There is no such thing as security
without mutual trust and without the feeling
that being together offers more opportuni-
ties than being at odds. The existing Asia-Eu-
rope Public Diplomacy Initiative, operated by
the Asia-Europe foundation in partnership
with DiploFoundation and NCRE, has already
proven to be successful by training diplo-
mats from ASEM countries to the satisfac-
tion of their respective foreign ministries.
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An ASEM Public Diplomacy Handbook, fo-
cusing on the best non-traditional ways to
promote the Asia-Europe dialogue should be
published and regularly updated. The initia-
tive, presently funded for 2015, should be
disseminated and brought forward to the
knowledge of all participants at the incom-
ing Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Luxemburg.

6. Conclusion:
Identifying future trends

Over its twenty years of existence, the
Asia-Europe Meeting process has offered
plentiful opportunities for a more fruitful
cooperation between an increasing number
of partners. In terms of initiatives, the ASEM
forum has been particularly active. But un-
fortunately, its prospects nowadays look
more challenging than ever, as many oth-
er channels of cooperation and exchange
between Asian and European countries are
now competing with ASEM’s strict —and
sometime too restrictive— intergovern-
mental framework. To surf the Asia-Europe
waves without risking to be thrown over-
board, ASEM needs to embark on a thor-
ough reality check, and to take into account
this increasingly competitive environment.

ASEM should re-direct its efforts and initia-
tives towards a more prospective mapping
out of future trends and challenges for its
member countries. ASEM is not equipped to
contribute added value when it focuses on
present problems, except for the all-import-
ant value of political dialogue itself. ASEM
can make a difference in pinpointing future
trends, and in mobilizing resources to pro-
duce reports and evaluations. To remain an
active pillar of Asia-Europe cooperation,
ASEM should be a prospective Forum.

32 TEIN is now in its fourth phase. ec.europa.eu/europeaid/regions/asia/tein-3_en
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Introduction:

The diverse stakeholders
of the ASEM process

- Different interests,
different motivations

=

Member states are the primary stakeholders
of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) process.
This chapter offers an additional under-
standing about the involvement of non-
state actors and their roles, achievements
and limits as ASEM stakeholders. In doing
so it is important to bear in mind that ASEM
came to life because of the need to bring
the two regions, Asia and Europe, closer to
each other. Bridging the gap was a prime
goal not only for governments but also for
the people. This aspect should not be under-
estimated, in particular as it reinforces the
vision, the spirit, and as this author argues,
the very rationale behind the ASEM process.

The diverse actors involved in the ASEM pro-
cess can be divided into two separate groups:
(@) institutionalized stakeholders such as
the Asia-Europe Foundation, the Asia-Eu-
rope Parliamentary Forum, the Asia-Europe
Business Forum, the Asia-Europe People’s
Forum; and (b) a non-institutionalized group
— civil society in the broad sense.

This chapter, however, proposes an analyt-
ic, rather descriptive, study of ASEM stake-
holders, in order to assess the process thus
far and provide policy recommendations.
In doing so, it arranges stakeholders not
according to “age” (i.e. how long they have
been involved in the process) and frequency
of meetings, but rather according to their
relevance. More importantly, rather than list
all groups, the purpose of this analysis is
to identify the most relevant stakeholders
based on their interests in, commitment to,
and influence on the ASEM process.
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2. The member states
as stakeholders

It is useful to bear in mind that ASEM is
a very state-centric organization. It goes
without saying therefore that the most rel-
evant stakeholders are the member states.

The way ASEM
works and is organized
implies that ASEM is
very much a process
by governments, for
governments and of
governments.

Pelkmans and Hu, (2014: 5)

Having said that, it is also important to note
that ASEM partner states are not equally
involved in and committed to the process.
Hence, diversity exists also at the prime lev-
el of stakeholders, the states.

From the beginning of the process, some
members have been more eager to estab-
lish ASEM and have been more actively in-
volved in the process than others. Among
the founding members, France and Singa-
pore were the key initiators. There is a clear
“inequality among the member states and
unequal commitment, unequal interest” in
the process (LeThu, 2014). As a multilateral
exercise, it is natural that it appeals more
to smaller countries, rather than larger and
more resourceful ones that have estab-
lished stronger bilateral or even unilateral
channels of communication. This is espe-
cially true in terms of public diplomacy, in-
cluding through the Asia Europe Foundation
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(ASEF). For smaller countries, such as Viet-
nam, ASEF has proven to be an important
forum. It is seen in Vietnam’s active partici-
pation, initiating new programs and eagerly
hosting meetings. ASEF provides a conve-
nient channel for equal communication and
for reaching out to multiple actors. Partici-
pation in ASEF networks serves well the pur-
pose of self-promotion, raising a country’s
international profile and enhancing practic-
es of internationalization, at the low cost of
multilateral summitry.

China can be seen as an interesting case
because of its “reputation” and growing sig-
nificance in the world. As it is expansively
pursuing a “benevolent power” image, par-
ticipating in multilateral gatherings such as
ASEM, including through ASEF and cultural
cooperation, provides an excellent platform
for Beijing to reach out to a broader pub-
lic than its direct neighbors. Moreover, with
the recent grand vision of “One Belt One
Road” that encompasses Eurasia, ASEM has
become a convenient tool to promote that
strategy. This and other benefits provided
by this large forum can explain the recent
increased pro-active approach of China to
the process.

Member states are important stakeholders
that can actively affect the entire ASEM
process, by promoting initiatives and ad-
vancing their own view on the development
and direction of the process. But for the
purpose of this chapter | will avoid a coun-
try-by-country analysis and instead focus
on the different levels of stakeholders.

Even within a single member state, there
are different levels of stakeholders. For ex-
ample, Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Trade,
Economy or Culture and Education likely
have stronger interests in the ASEM process
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than Ministries of Infrastructure or Home
Affairs. Although meetings tackle different
themes, including health, migration or food
safety, the ASEM process is predominantly
subject to interests concerning the “external
domain” ministries. Despite very different
contents and projects, the default “contact
person” in each member state is an ASEM
desk based in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The overview of ASEM ministerial meet-
ings between 1996 and 2014 suggests an
evolution of foci as well as engagement of
different ministerial stakeholders. The inau-
gural years were marked by Finance Min-
isters’ Meetings (FinMM), Foreign Ministers’
Meetings (FMM), and Economic Ministers’
Meetings (EMM). Since 1997 in total 11 Fin-
MM, 11 FMM, and 6 EMM have been held.
They were the only meetings at ministerial
level (until 2002) and were held yearly until
this pattern was broken in 2004. At a later
stage, the three would take turns in gather-
ing in separate years. This pattern suggests
that the initial focus of the ASEM process
was mainly trade and diplomacy.

The first “non-traditional” meeting was the
Environment Ministers’ Meeting in 2002. Al-
though only three follow-up meetings took
place until 2014, it signalled the inclusion
of a third pillar-type of ASEM member gov-
ernments’ meetings. The expansion of the-
matic ministerial meetings of Culture (5 in
total), Education (4), Labour (3), Transport
(2) and Energy Security (1) made the list
of ASEM gatherings much more diverse.
This overview suggests two things. First,
member states comprise different levels
of stakeholders. Ministries more frequent-
ly participating in and committing to ASEM
meetings can be seen as having higher rel-
evance as ASEM stakeholders. Second, the
balance is changing. A greater inclusiveness
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and more intensive links with the third pil-
lar including through ASEF and civil society
(cf below), a diversification of topics, and a
higher attention given to them suggest that
ASEM is maturing into true multi-thematic
governance. The diversity of various levels
of stakeholders within member states goes
hand in hand with growing complexity.

Members of ASEM are not only states but
include the European Union and the ASEAN
Secretariat, equally representing different
levels of stakeholders. While the EU emerg-
es as a long-term supporter (both in terms
of financial contributions as well as capac-
ity) of the ASEM process, the ASEAN Secre-
tariat remains a sleeping member. Its mem-
bership is primarily nominal because its
financial as well as organizational support
remains minimal. For this reason, there is no
regional equivalent on the Asian side that
could be placed at the same level as the EU.

3. ASEF: The “other”
long-standing contributor

Second on the list is ASEM’s only institution
- the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF), estab-
lished in 1997. As a child of ASEM it reflects
the political structure of membership and is
embedded in the ASEM agenda. ASEF was
an initiative by Singapore, which also hosted
its physical institution to promote exchanges
between Asian and European think tanks, cul-
tural groups, and people. ASEF was designed
to act as a clearinghouse and a catalyst or
facilitator of dialogue and cooperation. Since
its inception its activities have involved over
20,000 participants and over 700 partner in-
stitutions (ASEF official website, 2015).

The development of ASEF interestingly re-
flects the evolution of ASEM itself. Inter-
views with ASEF staff reveal the discrepancy
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between the reality of ASEF’s organization
and the official ASEM mandate. The linkages
and determinants between ASEM and ASEF
need to be explained starting with the or-
ganization’s development. Among ASEF’s
contributions and achievements, one of the
most relevant is the inclusiveness of a vari-
ety of actors in the process. By engaging civ-
il society in the dialogue with governmental
representations, ASEF has added to the plu-
ralization of the Asia-Europe inter-regional-
ism. A number of scholars have praised this
inclusiveness. They acknowledge the foun-
dation’s contribution to the democratization
and pluralization of Asia-Europe inter-re-
gionalism (Bersick, 2008).

As the nature of ASEF activities evolves,
some of them result in further policy recom-
mendations to the higher level of Summits
and Ministerial meetings. Hence, many of
those actors participate indirectly in formu-
lating policies, presenting best practices and
contributing to the general dialogue between
civil societies and the governments’ represen-
tatives of the ASEM members. Working from
a mandate of a top-down ASEM process,
ASEF is not entirely free from political con-
ditionality embedded in its activities. Created
to facilitate cooperation between the civil so-
cieties of Europe and Asia, it has struggled
with the obstruction from non-democratic
member governments regarding some sensi-
tive issues. For example, bringing up the very
issue of “civil society” was problematic from
the early stages of Asia-Europe inter-region-
alism. The presence of civil society in the
meetings ignited some disagreement from
the PRC and Vietnam in the early years of
the ASEM process. But ASEF was persistent
in the efforts of engaging civil society, and
some observers positively evaluate its suc-
cess in establishing “a pre-political civil soci-
ety within the Asia-Europe dialogue” (Bersick,
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2008: 248). Being a part of the ASEM gov-
ernmental process, ASEF has to work within
the constraints of ASEM, and hence has been
criticized as being too elitist and “selective in
inclusion”.

Nevertheless, ASEF eventually managed to
organize cooperation programs involving
non-state actors from both continents in a
wide spectrum of fields. Governments in Bei-
jing and Hanoi have accepted the idea of “civ-
il society” after negotiations, and ASEF man-
aged to organize the conference “Connecting
Civil Society of Asia and Europe” in Barcelona
in 2004. This case serves well as an illustra-
tion of ASEF’s contribution and shows a slow
buy-in to democratic concepts through cul-
tural and educational cooperation. From this
perspective, ASEF has an important potential
role as facilitator in terms of the democrati-
zation of the Asia-European dialogue.

ASEF is not only a stakeholder in its own
right. It also serves as a bridge between
ASEM and other stakeholders. In fact, over
time ASEF has been “appointed” the respon-
sibility to lead the trend of democratization
of the inter-regional dialogue. As it has nei-
ther the mandate nor authority to act as rep-
resentative of civil society, until now most of
the meetings have had an informal charac-
ter. However, along with the multiplicity and
intensity of ASEF programs, it helps to open
up political networking at the inter-regional
level to civil society actors. As civil society
has been progressively involved in the ASEM
process, participatory democracy has found
its way into the Asia-Europe dialogue.

Such inclusiveness is significant in terms of
politics “from below” in the context of the cur-
rent efforts to institutionalize inter-regional
cooperation through ASEM. The proliferation
of non-state actors and the emergence of
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new capacities for associational life and of
a political discourse articulated through no-
tions of “public participation”, political reform
and accountability are all evidence of rising
expectations of a genuine democratic chal-
lenge to the powers of the state (Richards,
1999: 147).

Another significant contribution lies in the
sphere of education. ASEM has created the
ASEM Education Hub (AEH), a sustained pro-
gram that has engaged a significant number
of scholars, researchers, university students,
as well as research centers and universities
across Asia and Europe. The educational
projects have been one of the strongest
facets of Asia-Europe inter-regional cooper-
ation, not only within the third pillar, but in
the ASEM process overall. An important rea-
son for this can be found in EU’s strong com-
mitment to education programs. European
Commission papers illustrate this commit-
ment, recognizing the inter-regional efforts
in advancing educational cooperation:

- The Role of Universities in the Europe
of Knowledge (COM (2003) 58).

« Education, Training and Research:
Trans-National Mobility (COM (96) 462).

« Inter-Cultural Dialogue and Under-
standing (COM (2002) 401).

- Teaching and Learning — Towards the
Learning Society (COM (95) 590).

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) has similar intentions to establish
educational exchange programs for stu-
dents, rectors as well as other programs that
would include educators and students from
its member states. For that it applies EU-led
programs as well as ASEF-operated projects
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as points of reference. During one of the au-
thor’s interviews with the ASEAN Secretar-
jiat unit concerning the socio-cultural pillar,
ASEF was explicitly mentioned as a learning
reference point. Education programs includ-
ing the ASEF Classroom Network or the ASEF
Summer University Program, but also “ex-
tra-curriculum” activities for students such
as the ASEF Volunteer Program or the Young
Leaders’ Forum, are being set as models for
an ASEAN University Network.

Art has become another trademark of ASEF’s
work. By launching cultural exchange proj-
ects, ASEF promotes cultural dialogue and
networking among young artists and offers
a platform for dialogue at the policy-making
level. As one of the ASEF program’s partici-
pants described:

Never in the history
of mankind have cultural
boundaries between
nations and civilizations
been so fluid as we are
now experiencing.

Mantaha and Tingsabadh, (2003)

Countries once divided by the Iron and
Bamboo Curtains now share many similar
cultural traits, and countries that used to
be separated in the hierarchy of power by
colonialism now grow through similar eco-
nomic welfare, technology, and information
development. It is important that citizens
can have access to a common platform for
creativity and expressions.
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ASEF is assessed here as having indepen-
dent capacity in leading and initiating the
cultural agenda. This section argues that
through ASEF, the cultural pillar of ASEM,
originally considered as the “left-over” one
to include all the other items that did not
fit in the political and economic pillars, has
proved itself to be the most sustainable
and effective. This argumentation is sup-
ported by the paradigm that “cultural bro-
kerage”, at this level seen as interaction and
socialization between elites,> provide for a
certain cultural continuity across national,
and in this case, also regional boundaries.

ASEF is not only a key stakeholder in the
ASEM process, but its importance lies also in
interlinking the different stakeholders, hor-
izontally as well as vertically. Horizontally,
as the content of ASEF activities suggests,
it provides platforms for different interests
groups from Asia and Europe. Vertically, it
links civil society, professionals and experts
to the governments.

ASEF continues to bear the impact of lim-
itations embedded in the ASEM structure.
Lacking a secretariat, ASEM has no coordi-
nation mechanisms that include a “system
memory” of the process. Rather, member
governments take turns in hosting summits
and ministerial meetings, often without
prior experience. Even though there have
been a significant number of ASEM-themed
meetings since 1996, those who attend the
meetings and are familiar with the process
are only involved a limited number of times.
This means that meetings are on an “ad
hoc” basis, rather than being grounded in in-
stitutional memory and organized coordina-
tion. ASEF, on the other hand, has been re-
sponsible for a number of diverse meetings
related to the summits. ASEF has provided

35 Elites here specifically refer to the various civil groups who take up the elite role of representation in the ASEF setting.
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preparatory assistance and support services
for the hosting governments or even orga-
nized ministerial meetings (for example,
Culture, and Education). Even though ASEF
is nowhere near a position of overseeing
ASEM operations, it is the entity that has
accumulated the most institutional memory
and knowledge about the ASEM process.

4. The multiple
“unstructured”
stakeholder groups

4.1 The Asia-Europe
Parliamentary
Partnership (ASEP)

The decision that parliamentarians from the
EU and Asia should have a common plat-
form to meet was made along with ASEM’s
inception. The first meeting took place in
Strassbourg in 1996 and it has been held
biennially since 2002, congruent with the
official ASEM summit. The European Parlia-
ment with its experience and development
modules served as the reference point, but
also as a driver for ASEP. Although parlia-
mentarians would gather to discuss differ-
ent issues relating to ASEM interests, it was
not until the ASEMB6 in Helsinki in 2006 that
ASEP was allowed to provide direct input
to the summit. The fact that the Helsinki
summit provided the chance for the ASEP
chairman to directly address the summit,
is a sign of the increased recognition of
parliamentary involvement - a stakeholder
that should not be overlooked.

ASEP has a lot of potential and is an import-
ant platform that could be better utilized.
The European Parliament is very well estab-
lished and has long-standing experience. On
the Asian side, the parliamentary system is
much more diverse. An informal forum such
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as ASEP is a good learning opportunity for
some Asian countries and provides an ad-
ditional opportunity for European partners
to promote democratic values and good
governance. The European Parliament has
developed a dialogue with the ASEAN In-
ter-Parliamentary Assembly (AIPA) but this
only includes Southeast Asian partners.

An important spin-off of ASEP in conjunc-
tion with ASEF is the Asia-Europe Young
Parliamentarians’ Meeting (AEYPM). The ini-
tiative, started in 1998, gathers parliamen-
tarians under 40 from the member states
to build inter-personal networks and foster
a sense of importance of the inter-regional
dialogue and cooperation. While both ASEP
and AEYPM remain on the informal level
and have little “obligations”, they contrib-
ute to the Track Two diplomacy, more pre-
cisely parliamentary diplomacy, enhancing
communication among policy makers and
raising awareness about the ASEM process
as well as the common interests across the
member states.

4.2 Asia Europe Business Forum
(AEBF)

The Asia-Europe Business Forum was cre-
ated with a view to facilitating business
and trade between the member states, pri-
vate-sector activities, business-government
links, and business partnerships through di-
alogue and exchange.

Between 1996 and 2004 AEBF meetings
took place every year, after which the gath-
erings became biennial. The loss of enthu-
siasm in AEBF was linked to “forum fatigue”
and frustration relating to the limited ef-
fectiveness of the ASEM process in general.
The meetings are held alongside the ASEM
Summit and the host or hosts are voluntary.
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The AEBF format consists of plenary meet-
ings with business and political leaders and
working groups. In that spirit, AEBF is similar
to ASEF in communicating the content pro-
vided by the working groups to the leader
level. Unlike ASEF it does not have a physi-
cal institution and its work scope is limited.

Business, investment and trade are core
interests between Asia and Europe, both at
country and private sector level. For the busi-
ness communities particularly, involvement
in the process is much needed, but platforms
such as those provided by ASEF are insuf-
ficient to meet their needs. AEBF provides
a platform for them to work on common
issues of interest, including trade negotia-
tions, business links, but also infrastructure,
connectivity, corporate responsibility, social
welfare, and business environment stability.

As much as the business communities’ link-
ages with AEBF are needed, the forum’s bien-
nial nature and coordination on the voluntary
basis of host countries limit its real capaci-
ty. Issues relating to business and trade are
time-sensitive and of a highly dynamic na-
ture. Discussions on the sidelines ahead of
the summit provide direct access to the poli-
cy-makers but would benefit more if sustain-
able mechanisms of communication were in
place. Meeting just before the ASEM Summit
narrows down the potential that this forum
could have. It becomes an ad-hoc event fo-
cusing on “reporting” rather than a real plat-
form to serve ever-developing needs of the
business communities in Asia and Europe.

Being dependent on the initiative of a gov-
ernment to host the Forum also sets lim-
itations for AEBF to be an autonomous
stakeholder. A “Privatization” of AEBF, open-
ing the forum up to Public-Private Partner-
ship in terms of contributions to host the
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meetings and organize discussions should
be of interest to business communities of
the member countries. The bottom-up ap-
proach, in a structured form, should lift the
AEBF to a higher level of relevance. The
recommendation is to develop Asia-Eu-
rope Business Forum into an institution of
its own and extend the content of its work.
AEBF serves as an important agenda-set-
ting forum for up-to-date and practical rec-
ommendations that should further develop
business-to-government linkages.

4.3 The Asia-Europe People’s
Forum (AEPF)

The Asia-Europe People’s Forum was named
as such in 1998 in the second gathering of
Asia-Europe NGO conferences. Also operat-
ed in biennial modus, it brings together a
large group of different civil society orga-
nizations ranging from small local activist
groups to international NGOs. Despite the
limited contacts with the official level, it is
important to note that the AEPF has suc-
ceeded in increasing horizontal networking
between non-governmental organizations
in Asia and Europe, both between the two
regions as well as within them. For exam-
ple, the AEPF6 in Helsinki 2006 was the
largest civil society event ever organized in
Finland and it brought together many Finn-
ish actors for the first time to cooperate at
an international level.

The Helsinki Summit and the efforts of the
Finnish EU Presidency to facilitate civil soci-
ety input do form an example of a success-
ful impact by a European host nation on the
ASEM agenda, increasing the expectations
for ASEM7 to further enhance ASEM's le-
gitimacy. ASEM6 has sought to improve the
grassroots-level feedback by providing better
opportunities for the different stakeholder
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groups to channel their ideas and recom-
mendations into the official process. Events
bringing together the different groups were
organized in parallel with or just prior to the
Helsinki Summit. The ASEM10 Symposium
gathered business leaders, scholars, mem-
bers of parliaments, and representatives of
civil society groups and NGOs to debate the
future of the ASEM process. In addition the
AEPF held its own meeting, to which host
country Finland contributed substantial fi-
nancial resources. Furthermore the different
groups had the opportunity to convey their
recommendations and messages to the sum-
mit through more direct channels. Yet, as illus-
trated by recent developments, AEPF includes
a strong penchant for advocacy and antago-
nism towards certain governments that could
have a negative impact on the summits.

AEPF defines itself as “an inter-regional net-
work of civil society and social movements
across Asia and Europe” (AEPF official web-
site, 2015). It boasts from 300 to 800 par-
ticipants from different civil society repre-
sentation groups in each gathering. Despite
its overlapping interests in boosting civil so-
ciety, AEPF works separately from ASEF and
is yet to establish regulated meetings and
consultations with ASEM. Another weakness
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of AEPF is that it is driven by different agen-
das pursued by numerous representative
groups and as a result cannot satisfy any
one group in particular. The separation of
the Asia-Europe Trade Union Forum from
the AEPF in 2000 is an example.

The shortcomings of the AEBF, ASEP and
AEPF are in line with ASEM’s own limitations.
The many meetings and summits tend to
have a “stand-alone” effect of culminat-
ing at the gatherings themselves. Because
hosting the meetings is based on rotation,
there is a lack of continuity and institution-
al memory that could advance the process.
Organizing an ASEM meeting is often a first
for the hosting country, resulting in a per-
sistent “hot potato” syndrome of passing
on the responsibility to the next one in line.
This is shown clearly in the fact that none
of the three stakeholders discussed above
have a contactable person knowledgeable
about the process. The ratio of follow-up
activities that actually expand the ideas
and suggestions for cooperation at the
meetings are rather disproportional. Sim-
ilarly, the above-mentioned stakeholders
often present a bulky table of events and
meetings, but fail to provide an answer to
the “...and what came out of that?” question.

S0,
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5. Civil society:
The unleashed potential

5.1 The role of “civil society”
in the ASEM process

ASEM is in the process of transforming from
an elitist format to more a participatory one,
allowing not only smoother horizontal dia-
logue among the members, but also vertical
interaction among the governmental rep-
resentations and civil societies. Non-state
actors have become progressively more in-
volved in the politics of inter-regional rela-
tions in a form of “participatory democracy”
(Bersick, 2008: 263). By including people’s
representatives, the dialogue becomes de-
mocratized and ASEM shifts towards a more
comprehensive platform engaging top-down
and bottom-up processes of interaction. This
trend of democratization of the Asian-Euro-
pean dialogue in many ways is the contri-
bution of ASEM stakeholders’ initiatives en-
gaging people in the inter-regional process.

As argued by Jokela and Gaens (2012:
155), “ASEM started out as a highly exclu-
sive dialogue forum of an informal nature.
The ASEM summits were seen as high-lev-
el gatherings bringing together Heads of
States or Government, at the apex of a
top-down process. Civil society is confined
to the ASEF’s activities in the third pillar of
social, cultural and educational activities.”
The inclusion of civil society actors has
been recognized, even if in a very fuzzy
way, serving rather as recommendation and
as an important factor to strengthen bi-re-
gional relations. In terms of engaging civil
society, ASEM was not, from the beginning,
designed to be inclusive. In fact, it has been
criticized for being a top-down process. In-
ternally, partners could not reach consensus
about the role of civil society in the process.
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European
governments and civil
society actors have
pushed for opening up
the ASEM process
against the opposition
of many Asian
governments.

ASEM in its Tenth Year (2006: 118)

The European Commission noted in 2000
that “the active involvement of civil society
in the dialogue between our two regions
should be encouraged” (EC 2000).

ASEMBG resulted in the Helsinki Declaration
on the Future of ASEM, emphasizing civil
society’s role in promoting ASEM ownership
and visibility, both concepts closely related
to legitimacy. ASEM6 can therefore be seen
as a signpost of the increased recognition
of civil society as a contributing actor. This
positive development continued at the
2010 Summit in Brussels, where leaders
acknowledged civil society’s role in the so-
cial dialogue (involving governments and
social partners), human rights promotion,
environmental protection, cultural heritage,
and people-to-people contacts. Moreover,
it affirmed that the People’s Forum plays a
valuable role in achieving ASEM’s objectives.

In sum, engaging civil society into the ASEM
process has nurtured the habit of transfer-
ring difficult questions from the Heads of
States and Government level to networks
for a more informal and “safe” environment,
where discussions can take place outside a
“politico-ideological” context.
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5.2 Youth

Youth might not be in the category of the
most influential stakeholder, but they are
definitely the most promising. They are the
most eager to acquire interest in the ASEM
process and carry the future duty of further-
ing the process. Engaging youth is essential,
as they are the actors that set the trends
for social development. Increasingly Lead-
ers have come to recognize the importance
of youth in improving visibility and impact.

Model ASEM is an example of successful en-
gagement of the youth into the process. It
was initiated by the ASEF University Alumni
Network (ASEFUAN) and engages young peo-
ple from member states in a three-day event
simulating summit activities. The participants
debate on relevant political, economic and
social issues, take up role-plays of decision
makers and representatives in an intellectual
exercise of multilateralism. The initial Model
ASEM in 2014 received extensive attention
from public and leaders. ASEF estimated
the impact of an open call for the event at
300,000 online users, received 17,000 appli-
cations, and selected 188 participants (ASEF
Report, 2015). This large project contributed
to boosting ASEM’s profile in social media.
Facebook and Twitter became prime public
outreach tools - and highly significant for
enhancing the visibility of the ASEM process.

The Classroom Network, one of ASEF’s flag-
ship programs and including school students,
has been regarded as having one of the high-
est impact factors. ASEF evaluations suggest
that an overwhelming majority of participants
were enthusiastic and that participation was
an important experience for learning, interact-
ing and exchanging with counterparts from
ASEM members. Through the Classroom Net-
work knowledge about ASEM is propagated to

ASIA-EUROPE

MEETING

109

young people and hence easier cultivated.

Bringing young people together and em-
powering their debates on important current
issues is precisely one of ASEM'’s strengths
- bridging people from across regions and
uniting them through common issues of at-
tention. The enthusiastic reception of the
initiative and positive feedback of the partici-
pants suggest that engaging youth is of high
relevance to the process. Young people are
energetic and do not suffer from forum fa-
tigue, unlike leaders of government at times
do. They crave for knowledge and purpose. It
is hence easier to ignite their interest as well
as empower them by involving them into the
process. Without their interest and support,
ASEM in the public domain will remain an un-
related series of meetings of “people in suits”.

6. Assessment

Heads of State and Government launched
ASEM in order to commit to enhanced rela-
tions between the regions. At present foreign
relations are no longer the exclusive domain
of governments. In today’s inter-connect-
ed world, non-state actors are increasingly
active and influential in global affairs. The
ASEM process has recognized this and has
developed initiatives to foster dialogue and
better understanding between the two re-
gions, particularly in the educational and cul-
tural sectors. However, reviving the Asia-Eu-
rope relationship will require stronger efforts
to ensure even more involvement of the
public, civil society, and academia - includ-
ing through the media and the Internet.

In today’s reality, ASEM no longer has to
serve the role of introducing “Asia” to “Eu-
rope”, as was the case in the inception stage.
Enhanced connectivity, affordable flights
and accommodations have facilitated the
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habit of travel, and the Internet has enabled
information exchange. ASEM or ASEF no
longer can claim the status of the biggest
“data-bank” of Asian and European con-
tacts. While connecting should still be con-
tinued, it should not draw its main strength
from such contact facilitation. Rather, ASEM
should push harder for the deeper meaning
of collaborations. It should distinguish roles:
it should facilitate contacts among those
marginalized or those with lower access to
such connectivity. ASEM should overcome
the criticism of being elitist by engaging
various groups and actors.

The EU should further explore the existing
and trusted avenue of ASEM to deepen its
ties with Asia rather than, or on top of, ex-
ploring new channels. In the “Asian centu-
ry”, the European partners are well aware
of the importance of fostering partnership
and presence in Asia, hence the two-decade
long process should not be considered as no
longer relevant but rather as a factual, ex-
isting advantage. The connections between
the heads of states of the members along
with multi-layered and multi-dimensional
linkages of various stakeholders strengthen
the mutual interests of the two, increasing-
ly inter-dependent regions (LeThu, 2013).

European civil society can offer important
lessons to Asia and vice versa. “Civil soci-
ety” and the practice of participation is one
such lesson. There is an axis of North-South
(as well as South-South and North-North)
exchange as well, not only East-West. De-
pending on the economic and technological
development, there are various areas of
learning. ASEM can be utilized as anoth-
er platform to narrow down the gap. The
business involvement in ASEM process is
central — AEBF reflects the political sophis-
tication of large firms in constructing policy
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channels to the ASEM process, notably in a
potential “business dialogue” with Economic
Ministers. ASEM can take up the role as an
enforcer of global competitive conditions in
the domestic and regional economies.

Attention to the process by high-profile
political leadership, for example when the
EU’s Herman Van Rompuy and José Manuel
Barroso attended the 14" AEBF meeting in
2014, illustrates the relevance attached to
the business linkages for the process.

ASEF was launched as the fourth pillar rep-
resenting the “engagement of the civil soci-
eties of the two regions” in order to “bring to
life the vision of Asia-Europe cooperation as
seen by the ASEM leaders” (Richards, 1999:
153). ASEF and other stakeholders are now
in the position to “lift up” ASEM and bring
back its relevance. Rightfully, after two de-
cades the organization needs new direction,
given the change in the environment that
first gave birth to it. ASEM needs to adapt to
the changes and respond to them. Moving
from an elitist organization to a more inclu-
sive and “on the ground” space, it will lever-
age the distinctiveness that other regional
and multilateral organization do not have.

Developing awareness of Asian and Europe-
an cultures is a complex and slow process.
This should be achieved by involving the me-
dia, academic institutions, social and cultural
foundations and other public institutions in
both regions, in an integrated, coherent way.
In other words, ASEM’s objective of mutual
learning and socializing cannot be complete
without ASEF’s activities. The ASEM process
benefits from work through other non-state
stakeholders in fulfilling what is called “com-
plex multilateralism” - building a system of
global governance from the bottom up.
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7. Policy recommendations

Based on the preceding analysis, this chap-
ter proposes the following policy recom-
mendations in order to improve ASEM’s
operationability.

Policy recommendation 1:

Move away from the pillar structure in
order to avoid “segregating” the different
stakeholders.

Into the third decade of its existence, ASEM
could consider moving away from the tra-
ditional three-pillar division that segregates
different actors and stakeholders. While
recognizing the key role of governments,
ASEM should exploit the advantage it has
already developed over the course of its ex-
istence, including informality, inclusiveness,
and multi-actor, multi-agenda dimensions.
The flexibility and fluidity of its processes
result in a “common voice” of bottom-up
needs as well top-down interests. In order
to successfully communicate this voice, the
strict, traditional bureaucratic pillar-style
dividing structure of competency and exclu-
siveness of actors should be avoided.

Policy recommendation 2:

Increase the input from civil society in
the ASEM process.

It cannot be denied that “forum fatigue” ex-
ists and multiple “leaders’ retreats” overlap
in Asia, Europe and globally. ASEM is a fan-
tastic space for socializing among leaders
but if it limits its role to that it can be over-
shadowed by more “hot” or media-exposed
retreats. ASEM’s unique competitive advan-
tage lies in engaging different stakeholders,
providing a model that other muiltilateral

ASIA-EUROPE

MEETING

111

organizations want to emulate. Even if fo-
rum fatigue exists at the government level,
there is no such feedback among the bot-
tom-up stakeholders. There is a considerable
amount of energy resources among the civil
society that can contribute to the process in
terms of content as well as direction. This
should not be underestimated.

As interchanges between the disciplines,
agenda as well as actors are deepening, so
should ASEM. For example, security threats
in the traditional perception used to be a
matter of warfare issues, involving mili-
tary and defences personnel in official ca-
pacities. But security in today’s world can
relate to economic, environmental, cyber-,
and social security threats. A terrorist act
or a cyber-attack can cause fluctuation on
the economic market, or an environmental
disaster can be set off by a single person
or group. Often civil societies are more
“in touch” with current threats than state
mechanisms of responses. The ability to at-
tract and include different stakeholders into
the ASEM process will determine its grow-
ing or declining importance.

Policy recommendation 3:

Enhance horizontal communication and
coordination among various ASEM stake-
holders.

A recognized coordination is needed in order
to counter criticism that ASEM is a process
of weakening relevance. Here in particular
overlap and cooperation between different
stakeholder groups is important. As much
as they have a role in linking governments
to the civil society, there is no connection
between the mentioned stakeholders. It is
crucial that the ASEM process is also more
communicative on this level. Horizontal
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communication would limit unnecessary
competition between the different actors.
ASEM decision makers might consider es-
tablishing regularized meetings between
representations of ASEF, AEBF, AEPF, ASEP,
and other stakeholders to improve their ef-
ficiency. It would also reinforce the ASEM
umbrella spirit rather than losing track be-
cause of growing distance and disconnec-
tion between stakeholder groups.

Policy recommendation 4:

Clarify the roles and expectations of dif-
ferent ASEM stakeholders and their func-
tions, and align ASEM “spin-offs” with
sectoral, professional meetings.

It is important to stress the distinct roles of
ASEM as a dialogue forum and as a plat-
form for functional cooperation. The impor-
tance of trust-building, creating the habit of
meeting for leaders in order to comfortably
discuss policies is among the prime func-
tions of ASEM as a dialogue platform. This
should be the domain of the leaders’ sum-
mit, ministerial meetings and government
representatives’ gatherings.

However, other ASEM “spin-offs” should
take up the role of creating tangible re-
sults through sectoral, professional meet-
ings. This should be the domain of the
above-mentioned  stakeholders. Rather
than emulating the leaders’ style of meet-
ings and retreats, the functionality of pro-
fessional meetings should be prioritized.
Narrowing down the agenda and focusing
on in-depth cooperation could be helpful in
transforming the habit of “meeting for the
sake of meeting” to “meeting for a purpose”.

It is important to clarify the expectations
held by the different stakeholders and their
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different roles in the process. The long-term
interaction, “talk shop-style” meetings serve
their purposes and immediate, tangible out-
puts should not be expected. For civil society
and experts level meetings the emulation of
a leaders-style “meet and greet” is a luxury
that the ASEM process might not be able to
afford. This shortcoming is perhaps due to
the vagueness in conveying the vision and
purpose to the stakeholders themselves. To
prevent the “hot potato syndrome”, the meet-
ings of AEBF, AEPF and ASEP should avoid
meeting just for the sake of meeting before
the summit and discuss “everything un-
der the sun”. Rather, these meetings should
be aligned to sectoral meetings in order to
deepen their merit. Wide, multi-thematic
meetings have been practiced during the two
previous decades and have brought about
various levels of satisfaction. Instead, for the
future development of the process, in-depth,
professional meetings should be chosen.

Policy recommendation 5:

Narrow down and deepen cooperation ini-
tiatives.

This chapter recommends that in order to
revive ASEM’s relevance it should avoid
mistakes made during the first two decades.
Having had the opportunity to try and test
different directions and modules, it should
now draw from its strengths and avoid its
limitations. For example, rather than dupli-
cating and multiplying numerous activities,
it should narrow down, consolidate the ex-
isting initiatives and go in-depth. Similar-
ly, rather than creating new formations, it
should focus on consolidating the existing
networks of stakeholders. Again, the hori-
zontal communication between stakehold-
er groups is essential in improving ASEM’s
work and upgrading its relevance.
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Policy recommendation 6:

Recognize and respond to global stake-
holders, including the UN.

It is also important to note that with the
expansion of the ASEM process to non-EU
members as well as Asia-Pacific countries,
the traditional perception of Asia-Europe
has now gained a new dimension. The
stakeholder balance has changed as well,
and extends well beyond the scope of
member states only.

For example, the long-term process of
an Environmental Forum is now included
in the United Nations activities related to
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sustainable development, climate change,
and the Millennium Development Goals.
Similarly, ASEF projects of heritage have
been included in the United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) activities on the diversity of cul-
tural expressions.

That said, the geographical scope of ASEM’s
stakeholders also expands to global actors,
not only to those in the region. Having fos-
tered its name for two decades, ASEM-sig-
nalled programs are now recognized beyond
its member states. The “global” stakehold-
ers’ involvement and recognition speak for
the relevance of ASEM-led processes.
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8. Conclusions

This chapter has suggested a level-analysis
of diverse stakeholders of the ASEM process
in accordance with their relevance. Unlike a
traditional approach of listing stakeholders
in order of size, “age” or frequency of gath-
erings, this chapter has offered an original
framework. It focused on the stakeholders
that play the most important roles and have
the potential to actually affect the ASEM pro-
cess. In assessing the relevance, this chapter
based its evaluation on commitment, initia-
tives and “regularity” in the process.

The member states remain the most rel-
evant stakeholders, but with different na-
tional interests and even internally within
the states, they form a very heterogeneous
group of stakeholders. The two non-state
entities, the EU and the ASEAN Secretariat,
represent two extreme cases of commit-
ment and therefore relevance to the pro-
cess. While the EU has been committed to
advancing ASEM, the ASEAN Secretariat re-
mains a “sleeping” member.

Among all the “spin-offs” of the ASEM pro-
cess, ASEF, although not without its own
limitations, is the most effective and in-
cludes high potential to continue feeding
into the process. Other groups such as the
AEBF, ASEP, and AEPF represent the weak-
nesses of ASEM and reveal the same draw-
backs as ASEM: too many, too fuzzy, too
erratic and too discontinuous. It is hard to
expect a leading role by these groups giv-
en the current restraints of the ASEM pro-
cess. This diversity of contributions to the
process ought to be recognized in order to
properly identify the determining factors of
other stakeholders involved.
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To be fair in evaluating ASEM’s performance,
one needs to come into terms with the fact
that ASEM is not a problem-solving institu-
tion. Taking this into consideration, criticism
about the lack of legally-binding solutions,
the lack of effectiveness and the weak de-
livery, can be dismissed. The expectations
should be separated depending on the dif-
ferent stakeholders. The trust-building dia-
logue should be the domain of leaders and
governments, whereas the outcome-orient-
ed and functional cooperation should be the
domain of other stakeholders.

Civil society, including youth, represents the
most unexplored potential stakeholder. Be it
academic and research communities, busi-
ness or artists, their participation in the pro-
cess justify the inter-regional process. Hence
the epistemic value of the ASEM process
should be brought to the fore. While high rep-
resentatives are bothered with forum fatigue
and experience difficulties with coming up with
any ideas or committing to any initiatives, the
civil society and especially the youth of both
regions are less-constrained and therefore
much more flexible and creative. They are
“in-sync” with current issues and challenges
in the societies, and serve as a good “middle
ground” in terms of policy discussion and rec-
ommendation before the government-level
meetings. The innovative contribution from
civil society presents a good example of “bot-
tom-up governance” — an increasingly import-
ant force in the global system.

Into its third decade, the ASEM process
should mature in terms of the depth of
its work. The forum should leverage its
membership scope, and aim for coverage
width to fully utilize its governance poten-
tial. Clarifying different roles and different
expectations of the very diverse groups of
stakeholders can assist in that.
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1. Introduction

Since ASEM'’s third summit in Seoul in
2000, fostering the visibility and aware-
ness of ASEM among the wider public and
increasing the profile of Europe in Asia and
of Asia in Europe have been key goals of
the process. Moreover, the main objective
of ASEM Track Two has been to “build a
greater understanding between the people
of the two regions” (Asia-Europe Coopera-
tion Framework 2000, 2000; ASEM1, 1996)
and to engage non-state actors into the
process, subsequently adding a bottom-up
dimension. An increase in participation of
members of civil society, as discussed in
Chapter Five, will assist ASEM in improving
its public profile and awareness. Yet, gener-
al public awareness of ASEM has been low.
ASEM'’s focus on informal dialogue, and the
absence of negotiations or groundbreaking
agreements by definition place a limit on
the amount of public and media exposure.
Accordingly, this chapter explores ways for
ASEM to increase its profile and awareness,
and to enhance the appeal of ASEM-related
activities among the general public.

While some observers have labelled ASEM
as “too elitist” and “too bureaucratic” even
after the establishment of the Track Two
process (Lim, 2001: 2; Yeo, 2002: 10-11;
Yeo, 2004: 21; Reiterer, 2004: 17; Riland,
2006: 60; Bersick, 2008: 254), this chapter,
first, seeks to provide a more comprehensive
analysis of ASEM’s engagement with non-
state actors. This assessment of ASEM’s out-
reach includes both quantity and quality of
the profile promotion, while keeping in mind
that quantity does not necessarily bring
quality. Whilst the international stage is filled
with a plethora of high-level summits and

34 www.aseminfoboard.org
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multilateral meetings, the race for visibility is
increasingly challenging. In this context, the
chapter proposes policy recommendations
for the ASEM members in the future of the
ASEM process.

Before assessing the results of ASEM’s vis-
ibility-promoting efforts in its first two de-
cades, it is necessary to review the exact
initiatives taken. The first and most devel-
oped one has been the establishment of
Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) to promote
mutual understanding between Asia and
Europe at the level of citizens. After the
Seoul Summit, ASEF was commissioned to
hold an ASEM Logo Competition in 2001~
2002. The ASEM Foreign Ministers’ Meeting
(FMM) in 2003 announced the winning de-
sign and adopted a permanent logo for the
process. It was expected that a single vi-
sual symbol, instead of having each mem-
ber create a new logo for different ASEM
activities, would reduce confusion and
boost a common identity. In 2004, ASEM’s
official website, the ASEM InfoBoard,** was
set up as a one-stop information platform.
In today’s Internet age, having an official
website is indeed a basic requirement to
engage with the general public and to dis-
seminate information.

On ASEM'’s tenth anniversary, the 2006 Hel-
sinki summit identified low visibility as an
obstacle for the process’s successful public
outreach. The Helsinki Declaration on the
Future of ASEM adopted four recommen-
dations to boost ASEM’s visibility, public
awareness and links with stakeholders. An-
other round of profile-promoting initiatives
was hence introduced, including a work-
shop on visibility held in November 2007.
Leaders in ASEM7 mandated the Senior
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Officials to coordinate cultural activities for
the enhancement of ASEM visibility. Being
the sole regular coordinator and institu-
tional memory of ASEM (as other regional
coordinators are rotation-based), the Euro-
pean Commission has been a prime mover
in these initiatives. It set up and sponsored
the ASEM Visibility Toolkit in 2009, the
ASEM Visibility Support Project as well as
the Technical Assistance Team for ASEM
Coordination in 2010 and the ASEM Dia-
logue Facility Support in 2012. The 11*
FMM, held in New Delhi in November 2013,
once more called for higher awareness
and visibility of ASEM among non-state
actors. The Annex of its Chair's Statement
included a list of topics for discussion on
ASEM’s Press/Public Awareness Manage-
ment Strategy, in order to explore ways to
boost visibility of the process. The following
section elucidates the methodological ap-
proach applied in assessing these visibili-
ty-promotion efforts.

2. Methodology

In order to incorporate a diversity of per-
spectives in the assessment of ASEM’s
visibility, this research employs two meth-
ods relating to data collection and analy-
sis: content analysis of news reportage of
ASEM and public opinion survey. The prima-
ry dataset generated provides complemen-
tary perspectives.

Media analysis here refers to a systematic
counting, assessing, and interpreting of the
form and substance of news items refer-
encing “Asia-Europe Meeting” / “Asia-Europe
Summit” / “ASEM”. Apart from being unob-
trusive, content analysis is a reliable re-
search method in which errors can be iden-
tified and corrected. Moreover, a longitudinal
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study is possible as long as the raw data is
available. This research collected and ana-
lyzed the news items featuring ASEM from
1996 (ASEM1) to 2014 (ASEM10). Seven
English-language dailies each from a differ-
ent location on the Asian side were chosen
for monitoring (see Table 6.1). Different lo-
cations were chosen in order to diversify the
source of information as well as to facilitate
cross-country comparisons.

This author is well aware that the En-
glish-language dailies are not the most
widely circulated press in China, Japan,
Korea, Indonesia and Thailand, in which
English is not the native language. Further-
more, their target readership may not focus
on the local community as the English-lan-
guage newspapers in the Philippines and
Singapore do. Nevertheless, owing to lan-
guage limitation, this research can only
rely on English-language newspapers in all
locations in order to generate a cross-coun-
try dataset for comparison. Indeed, in Chi-
na, Japan, Korea, Indonesia and Thailand,
English-language dailies are typically read
by educated elites (including students)
and foreigners (either residing in an Asian
location, or following local events from
abroad). These English-language dailies
are also read by media professionals from
outside the locality as a guide for external
newsmakers in reporting domestic current
events. Due to the profile of their reader-
ship and staff, English-language dailies
in the Asian locations examined create a
unique forum to exchange ideas on regional
and international developments. Addition-
ally, most of these chosen papers are the
longest-established and most prestigious.

Regarding data collection, the search for
news items was based on an online news
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Table 6.1: Monitored English-language dailies
Number
of ASEM
news
Dailies items
Locations chosen Founded Circulation Timeframe collected
China China 1981 900 000% ASEM1-10 9
Daily
Japan The Japan | 1 69 45 000% ASEM5-10 12
Times
The Korea 50% market ASEM2
South Korea Herald 1953 <hare? - ASEM10 223
Singapore | 175t | 1g45 459 300% 192
Times
) Bangkok 1%tin
Thailand Post 1946 Thailand?® ASEM1-10 256
The
Indonesia Jakarta 1983 55 0004 81
Post
_ Manila 55
Philippines Bulletin 1900 n/a ASEM5-10

archive, FACTIVA* It was chosen because of
its massive collection of sources, user friend-
liness and the free access provided by the Li-
brary account of the author’s working univer-
sity. However, it was found that the reportage
from several of the chosen news outlets was

not complete. News from the Korea Herald
published before 1998 was not available on
FACTIVA and the paper’s official online archive
is not available in English. Also, news pub-
lished by the Japan Times and Manila Bulle-
tin before 2002 is not available on FACTIVA.

35 Source: China Daily official website, “About Us”, www.chinadaily.com.cn/static_c/gyzgrbwz html (accessed 6 May 2015).

%6 Source: as of 2013, according to the official website of The Japan Times, it has been the “largest circulation of all domestic English-lan-
guage newspapers in Japan and reaches by far the largest number of non-Japanese readers living in Japan.” See jto.s3.amazonaws.
com/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/jt-inyt-media-information-englishv2.pdf (accessed 6 May 2015).

37 Source: Korea Herald's official website, The Korea Herald occupies over 50% of Korea's English newspaper sector’ and is Korea’s “top
English-language newspaper”. Source: Korea Herald official website, “Business”, company.heraldcorp.com/sec_index.php?nlm=1&nsi=4
and www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20120813001212 (accessed 6 May 2015).

8 Source: The Strait Times’ official website (accessed 6 May 2015) sph.com.sg/our-businesses/newspapers/the-straits-times-the-sunday-
times/

% Source: official website of Bangkok Post. The Bangkok Post is “Thailand’s number one English-language news media”, see www.bangkokpost.
com/partner and www.postpublishing.co.th/annualreport/annual2014/AnnualReport2014_ENG_FINAL pdf (accessed 6 May 2015).

“° Source: Publicitas, Jakarta Post (Indonesia), 2014. www.publicitas.com/fileadmin/uploads/hongkong/Factsheets/2014/Print/Jakarta_
Post_2014.pdf (accessed 6 May 2015).

“1 FACTIVA is owned by Dow Jones & Company. Established in 1999, it offers “a premier collection of the world'’s top media outlets, trade
and consumer publications, and thousands of Web sites”, according to www.dowjones.com/factiva/features.asp
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Two other online news archives, Press Display
and Wise News, were also checked. Howev-
er, news from The Korea Herald, The Japan
Times and Manila Bulletin between 1996 and
2012 were still not complete. Consequently,
these three dailies can only been included
partially in this research (see Table 6.1).

Research experience from the EU in the eyes
of Asia-Pacific** showed that media’s atten-
tion on the ASEM process concentrated over-
whelmingly around the several weeks when
the official summit took place. Hence, this
dataset is mainly based on “peak” periods in
ASEM'’s media coverage - one month before

Table 6.2: “Periods” of media data collection

ASIA-EUROPE MEETING

to one week after the two-day summit. Based
on this methodology, a total of 920 news
items were collected and analyzed.

All news items collected were analyzed both
quantitatively and qualitatively. They are
coded under various aspects of each news
report, including length of each news item,
source of information, centrality (whether
ASEM is the main, secondary or minor focus
of the news); evaluation (whether ASEM is
reported positively, neutrally or negatively);
the actors (individual countries, national
leaders, regional organisations or non-state
actors); and the relevant actions mentioned

Number of news items found

Summit Period for news analysis (number of dailies included)

ASEM1 1 February - 9 March 1996 200 (4)
ASEM2 3 March — 11 April 1998 98 (5)
ASEM3 20 September - 28 October 2000 197 (5)
ASEM4 23 August - 1 October 2002 46 (5)
ASEM5 8 September - 16 October 2004 60 (7)
ASEM6 10 August — 18 September 2006 70(7)
ASEM7 24 September - 1 November 2008 103 (7)
ASEM8 4 September — 12 October 2010 38(7)
ASEMS 5 October - 13 November 2012 69 (7)
ASEM10 16 September — 24 October 2014 39 (7)
Total 920

“2 The research project was started by the National Centre for Research on Europe, University of Canterbury, New Zealand in 2002. It
identifies the external image of the EU and the attitude and opinions on the ASEM process in Asia-Pacific. For more details, see www.

euperceptions.canterbury.ac.nz/
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(political, economic, social, environmental
or development). The coding was recorded
on a standardized Excel template.

In order to diversify the source of insight
in this research, it employed also primary
data generated by several public opinion
surveys to illustrate how the general public
receive and conceive the establishment and
development of the ASEM process. Surveys
reveal perceptions, opinions, attitude, and
behavioural reports of the general public.
The results provide an “accurate snapshot of
conditions or opinions at the time the survey
was carried out” (Burnham et al, 2008: 137).

The high costs involved in a survey mean that
it is impossible for an individual researcher
to conduct a large-scale public opinion sur-
vey. Fortunately, this research has access

ASIA-EUROPE

MEETING

121

to the primary findings of two comparative
projects, the EU in the eyes of Asia-Pacific
and its “mirror” project Asia in the eyes of Eu-
rope,** both incorporating public opinion sur-
vey components. Each survey had two ques-
tions related to the perceptions of ASEM, and
the responses to these questions constitute
the primary data used in this study.

The public survey data used in this research
are extracted from surveys conducted in
2008 (in Indonesia, the Philippines and
Vietnam), 2010 (in India, Macau and Ma-
laysia) and 2012 (mainland China, India,
Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Singapore,
Thailand), where identical questionnaires
were used. A professional social research
company was hired to conduct these sur-
veys. In total, the dataset included 9448
completed surveys (Table 6.3).44

Table 6.3: Sample sizes of the Asian public survey in 2008, 2010 and 2012

Locations Date Number of respondents
Indonesia 405
The Philippines November 2008 400
Vietnam 400
India 403
Macau, China February 2010 400
Malaysia 400
Mainland China 1009
India 1028
Japan 1000
South Korea March 2012 1002
Malaysia 1000
Singapore 1000
Thailand 1001
Total 920

“ |t concerns a much younger project, started in mid-2010. The two-year project was funded by the Asia-Europe Foundation in partner-
ship with the German Council on Foreign Relations, National Centre for Research on Europe (University of Canterbury) and Tsinghua
University. It examined European public, media, and opinion leaders’ perceptions of Asia. See also www.asef.org/index.php/projects/

themes/education/1148-asia-in-the-eyes-of-europe

4 The sample size in 2008 and 2010 phases was set at 400 respondents, sustaining the margin of error at +4.9% at a confidence level
of 95%. The sample size for 2012 increased to 1000 respondents, sustaining the margin of error at +3% with the same confidence

level of 95%.
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Two questions from the EU in the eyes of
Asia-Pacific survey informed this study:

« Question 9: Are you aware of the
Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) Process?

+ Question 10: Which of the EU countries
do you have personal or professional
connections/ties with?

The “mirror” project Asia in the Eyes of Europe
covered eight EU member states (Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, lta-
ly, Romania and the UK). Its public opinion
survey was completed in February 2011
and used online-panel structured interviews.
Again, the project hired a professional social
research company to conduct the survey,
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with sample sizes varying from country to
country to reflect the population composition
of the EU (Table 6.4). In total, the dataset
profiled 6155 completed interviews.*®

The questions were posed to the respondents
in the respective native language of each lo-
cation. Two ASEM-focus questions were:

+ Question 6a: How familiar are you with
the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) (op-
tions: not familiar at all, not very fa-
miliar, quite familiar or very familiar)?

+ Question 7: With which of the following
countries (listed below) do you have
personal or professional links?

Table 6.4: Public opinion sample in eight EU member states

EU member Population
states in 2011%  Number of respondents
Austria 8.40 million 496
Belgium (French-speaking area) 224
10.95 million
Belgium (Flemish-speaking area) 368
Denmark 5.56 million 293
France 65.05 million 906
Germany 81.75 million 1033
Italy 60.63 million 930
Romania 21.41 million 451
UK 62.44 million 1454
Total |- 6155

45 The margin of error ranged from +3% to +7% at a confidence level of 95%.
“ Source: Eurostat, epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tps00001&plugin=0 (accessed 3

January 2012).
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Apart from these two projects, this study
also explored the conclusions published by
the Asia-Europe Meeting Research Team of
the European Studies Centre, China Foreign
Affairs University in their public opinion
survey conducted in 2006 (Zhu, 2006). Its
public survey collected 970 questionnaires
completed by students from four presti-
gious universities in Beijing (Tsinghua Uni-
versity, Peking University, Renmin University
of China and China Foreign Affairs Univer-
sity). The results are used for secondary
data analysis in this research. In the eigh-
teen-question survey, the Chinese students
were first tested on their knowledge on
ASEM, after which their general perceptions
on the process were explored.

In order to obtain a comprehensive under-
standing of the ASEM process, a combination
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of data collection and data analysis methods
are employed in this research. They generate
a unique set of empirically rich data and en-
sure the validity of this research. Thus, this
research does not only add to the existing
work on ASEM —which is based mainly on
indirect observations and theoretical deduc-
tions— but also presents the most compre-
hensive set of empirical findings on ASEM
ever collected.

3. Empirical findings:
Reporting on ASEM
in the Asian press

This research collected and analysed a total
of 920 news items mentioning ASEM. From
the four dailies monitored in the “ASEM1
period”, 200 pieces of news were found
mentioning ASEM (Table 6.5). Noteworthy

Table 6.5: Number of ASEM news items collected in each monitored daily

China Japan Korea Jakarta Straits Bangkok Manila

Daily Times Herald Post Times Post Bulletin Total

ASEM1 1 n/a n/a 21 60 118 n/a 200
ASEM2 0 n/a 21 9 47 21 n/a 98
ASEM3 8 n/a 148 7 17 17 n/a 197
ASEM4 7 n/a 14 2 8 15 n/a 46
ASEM5 8 2 7 8 9 14 12 60
ASEM6 12 4 4 5 18 9 18 70
ASEM7 28 3 10 14 17 22 9 103
ASEM8 6 3 9 3 6 8 3 38
ASEM9 13 0 3 11 9 22 11 69
ASEM10| 7 0 7 1 12 10 2 39

Total| 90 | 12 | 223 | 81 203 | 256 55 |920
Average S 2 25 8 20 26 9 -
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is that, although the number of monitored
dailies increased to five (including the Ko-
rea Herald) for the “ASEM2 period”, the
volume of ASEM-related news items was
only half of that of ASEM1. Coverage of the
Seoul Summit peaked at 197 news items,
followed by rather low media attention on
ASEM4 to ASEMSG. A return of media atten-
tion was found in the Beijing ASEM in 2008,
with 103 news articles collected from sev-
en newspapers. The coverage stayed low
for ASEM8 to ASEM10. There has been a
clear drop of media interest of ASEM in the
monitored newspapers in terms of the ab-
solute number of news articles.

Media attention given to the ASEM summit
has witnessed a significant decline after
ASEMS3. An exception was the 2008 summit
in Beijing, the first large-scale summit after
the outbreak of the global financial crisis,
which attracted much more attention than
the two previous meetings. The most recent
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summit in Milan (2014) and ASEM8 (2010)
in Brussels received the lowest media at-
tention, with only 38 and 39 news items
respectively in total from seven dailies. This
trend was shared in all monitored news
outlets except the China Daily. The Chinese
paper demonstrated no interest in cover-
ing ASEM before ASEM3. The volume of
ASEM coverage then sustained an average
of eight pieces, whilst reportage of ASEM7
(held in Beijing) recorded a spike.

Another finding is that Asian media pay
more attention to the ASEM meetings which
took place in Asia. The odd-numbered edi-
tions of ASEM Summits are always reported
on more than the even-numbered ones tak-
ing place in Europe (see Figure 6.1). Media
always pay more attention to issues closer
to “home”, hence it is unsurprising that they
consider ASEM summits less relevant when
they take place in Europe.

Figure 6.1: Volume of total news items which mentioned ASEM in each of the 10 summit
periods and volume of news items in which ASEM was the major focus

Ne of news items
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o N\ /\
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Comparing across the news outlets, cumu-
latively, the Bangkok Post from Thailand,
the Korean Herald from South Korea and
the Straits Times from Singapore rendered
the highest overall attention to reports on
ASEM summits. On the other hand, coverage
in the Japan Times was significantly lower.
Noteworthy, reportage in the Bangkok Post
and the Korean Herald concentrated main-
ly on the specific summit their respective

ASIA-EUROPE

MEETING

125

country hosted. The Bangkok Post record-
ed 118 pieces of news on ASEM1, while
148 news items on ASEM3 were found in
the Korean Herald. The visibility of ASEM in
the China Daily also peaked during ASEM7,
though it was still low compared to the cov-
erage of ASEM1 in the Bangkok Post or of
ASEM3 in the Korean Herald. As the initiat-
ing country of the ASEM process, interest in
ASEM has been sustained in Singapore.

Figure 6.2: Volume of news items mentioning ASEM in Bangkok Post, Korea Herald and

Strait Times
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Looking into the details, among the 920 news items collected, only a third were devoted
to covering ASEM itself (Figure 6.2). News writers have been more interested in other
events, namely the sideline meetings that took place between the summit’s participants.
Bilateral state-to-state meetings were the most numerous. In the collected news reportage
of ASEM10, for instance, at least 16 bilateral meetings were noted on the margins. The
then Chinese Premier Li Kegiang alone conducted bilateral meetings with four of his Asian

counterparts and with leaders of the EU.
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Apart from holding bilateral talks during the
“free time” of the ASEM summit, a national
leader’s state visit during the same over-
seas trip has been another key focus of me-
dia attention. For instance, the China Daily
covered in detail Chinese Premier Li’s official
visit to Italy, Germany and Russia after at-
tending ASEM10 in Milan. Similarly, Korean
Herald wrote in detail about President Park
Geun-hye’s extending the trip to ASEM10 to
a state visit to Italy as well as to the meet-
ing with Pope Francis in the Vatican.

Unsurprisingly, the reportage of ASEM in
the seven monitored newspapers has been
very much home-oriented, that is, the main
issue is related directed to the home country.
This explains the peak of ASEM-coverage in
Bangkok Post during ASEM1, in the Korean
Herald during ASEM3 and in the China Daily
during ASEM7. Also, ASEM-related news in
each country usually records what the re-
spective national leader says or does during
the ASEM summit or on the margins. Seem-
ingly, news writers pay more attention to is-
sues which have a direct link to the home
audience. Owing to such home-country fo-
cus, very few of the new ASEM members
appeared in the collected newspapers, all
belonging to an ASEM founding country. In
addition, it is found that the attendance of
the heads of state to the respective summit
helps to steer media attention to the sum-
mit. In ASEM4, ASEM8 and ASEM10, Indone-
sia was represented at ministerial or lower
level. At the same time the interest of the Ja-
karta Post for these three summits was the
lowest. Similarly, the number of news items
on ASEM8 dropped, supposedly as a result
of Singapore Prime Minister Lee’s absence.

Apart from the relevance to the home country,
media analysis from ASEM6 to ASEM10 re-
portage showed that Asian media, especially
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those from Northeast Asia, were fascinated
by the interaction between the Japanese lead-
er and his counterparts from China and South
Korea. More precisely, China Daily, Japan
Times and Korea Herald are consistently inter-
ested in reporting the failure of the Japanese
side to establish a bilateral meeting with Chi-
na or Korea. In general, in the collected news
mentioning the ASEM summit, interest has
been focusing on what happened in the side-
lines of the summit. In the reportage, ASEM
appears either as a background platform, as
one of the legs of an overseas trip of a nation-
al leader, or as one of the meetings attended
by a national leader.

Looking into the content centring on ASEM
itself, i.e. its substance or focus, ASEM is
featured mainly as a forum of discussion
between leaders from Asia and Europe on
a wide variety of issues of common con-
cern. The leading frame shifts according to
the central dominant topic of the respective
summit. For example, for ASEM2 in 1998,
ASEM7 in 2008 and ASEM9 in 2012, the
leading frame was economy as the report-
ed discussion concentrated on the Asian
Financial Crisis, the Global Financial Crisis
and the Eurozone debt crisis respectively.
In ASEM3 in 2000 and ASEM4 in 2002, the
leading frame was politics as the reported
discussion among ASEM summiteers con-
centrated on inter-Korea relations (the then
Korean President Kim Dae-jung won that
year’s Nobel Peace Prize for his rapproche-
ment with North Korea), and counter-terror-
ism after the 9/11 events respectively. From
the audience’s perspective, ASEM is one of
the high-level fora for leaders to discuss in-
ternational issues, like the G20 or East Asia
Summit, but unlike the ASEAN Regional Fo-
rum (ARF) or the UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) which focus
on a particular policy field.
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Furthermore, ASEM’s media coverage is
mostly based on factual reporting with very
little negatively- or positively-toned com-
mentary. As Figure 6.3 below demonstrates,
89% of the analysed news items offered a
neutral depiction of ASEM or the particular
summit. 9% of the news reported ASEM with
a positive tone, commending ASEM’s impor-
tance in and contribution to the enhancement
of relations between countries from Asia and
Europe, as well as for individual countries
(especially smaller ones) to manage a hum-
ber of bilateral relations on a single occa-
sion, and to project profile internationally. An
encouraging finding is that the percentage of
positive-toned reportage of ASEM has grown
in the three most recent summits. One pos-
sible explanation is the effect of the series of
visibility-promotion projects of ASEM since
20089. Similarly, negative-toned reportage of
ASEM, which has been indeed relatively lim-
ited, also decreased in recent years. These
critiques of ASEM focused on the lack of con-
crete deliveries, or in other words, on ASEM
being a talk-shop.

Figure 6.3: Evaluation of ASEM
in the seven monitored newspapers
in total for ASEM1-ASEM10

Negative
2%
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The statistics in this research were generat-
ed from the press coverage in seven ASEM
member countries, while the membership
of ASEM enlarged from 26 in ASEML1 to 53
in ASEM10. The author is aware that this
has generated snapshots, yet, these snap-
shots inform us about a number of import-
ant trends in ASEM’s media visibility. First,
while media attention on ASEM concen-
trates around the summit period, there has
been a visible decline in absolute volume.
Yet, this is not all bad news to ASEM as the
cut has been on the volume of coverage
in which ASEM was mentioned as a minor
actor. In fact, the centrality and evaluation
of ASEM-news have improved since 2009.
This research argues that the articles fo-
cusing on the ASEM process itself are the
ones that truly matter. In other words, in its
profile-promotion, ASEM should continue
to boost the amount of high-quality re-
ports instead of blindly seeking quantity.

The second main finding is that media always
look for two things: relevance and controversy.
Regarding relevance, ASEM is reported more
when it is seen as relevant to the local au-
dience. Such relevance increases when an
ASEM event is held in the respective coun-
try, or at least the respective region; or the
respective national leader plays an active
role in the particular ASEM event. This can
be explained from a news production per-
spective, as the newspaper could more eas-
ily “sell” news stories with their respective
state as a main actor to local readers who
are more familiar with national affairs than
the international ones. Besides, the media
interest is proportional to the importance
given to ASEM by the respective country.
For instance, in Singapore, as initiator of the
process and host of the Asia-Europe Founda-
tion (ASEF), and in Thailand and South Korea,
respective hosts of the first and third summits
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and key supporters of the process, media at-
tention on ASEM has been consistently higher
than in other countries. Although China and
Japan have also been key supporters of ASEM,
they also focus on other international fora in
which they are involved, thereby diluting the
attention given to ASEM.

Controversy is inherent to media practice.
Issues such as the Japanese prime minister
failing to secure a bilateral meeting with his
Chinese or Korean counterpart, and Thai and
Cambodian prime ministers seeking to confer
on bilateral border disputes on the margins of
the ASEM summit are more interesting for the
media. On the contrary, ASEM’s function as a
platform or forum for countries in Asia and
Europe to peacefully exchange opinions and
views on hot issues are usually conflict-free,
which is rather unexciting for news-makers
especially given the fact that these discus-
sions do not result in tangible cooperation.

4. Public involvement
in ASEM

In ASEM’s Track Two, various groups of non-
state actors are found, including business
community, academia, art professionals,
trade unionists, social movement organ-
isations, media professionals and youth.
The general public, although mentioned in
the official discourses all the time, has only
been involved in the ASEM process to a lim-
ited extent. In terms of numbers, ASEM now
comprises 60% of the world’s total popu-
lation. This section explores the findings of
two transnational research projects, the EU
in the eyes of Asia-Pacific and Asia in the
eyes of Europe, to demonstrate that a large
majority of ASEM countries’ public are still
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left out of the process. It is crucial to study
the public awareness of ASEM because its
official discourses have repeatedly empha-
sized the general public as a key compo-
nent in the inter-regional interaction.

Three rounds of public opinion surveys con-
ducted in seven ASEM Asian locations in
2008, 2010 and 2012 respectively posed
the question “Are you aware of the ASEM
process?” to randomly selected members of
the general public in Asia. In total, the data-
set included 9448 completed surveys.4’

An average of 68% of the public in the
surveyed Asian countries remains unaware
of the ASEM process after its existence for
more than a decade. Remarkably, 95% of
respondents in the Philippines, 92% in Ma-
cau (China), 88% in Malaysia in 2010, 85%
in Indonesia, 78% in Japan, 77% in India in
2010, 70% in Malaysia in 2012, 66% in Sin-
gapore and 59% in India in 2012 were found
unaware of ASEM (Figure 6.4). Conversely, in
the countries which have hosted past ASEM
summits (Thailand in 1996, South Korea in
2000, Vietnam in 2004, and China in 2008),
the awareness of ASEM among the general
public was higher. 67% of Thai respondents,
43% of Korean respondents, 50% of Viet-
namese respondents and 70% of Chinese
respondents said that they were aware of
ASEM. In the two cases in which longitudinal
comparison is feasible, Malaysia and India,
the awareness of ASEM both increased by
18% between 2010 and 2012. More data
have to be obtained, both in terms of years
and number of locations, in order to prove
whether there exists a universal rise of pub-
lic awareness on ASEM, as well as to identify
the possible reasons for such an increase.

47 The sample size in 2008 and 2010 phases was 400 respondents, sustaining the margin of error at +4.9% at a confidence level of 95%.
The target sample size for the 2012 round increased to 1000 respondents in each country, sustaining the margin of error at +3% with

the same confidence level of 95%.
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Figure 6.4: Percentage of Asian respondents who were not aware of the ASEM process
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This lack of public awareness of ASEM was
echoed by the survey conducted by the
Asia-Europe Meeting Research Team of the
European Studies Centre, China Foreign Af-
fairs University, in 2006.* The survey collect-
ed 970 questionnaires filled out by students
from four prestigious universities in Beijing.
In total, 22% of the respondents admitted
that they did not know ASEM at all; another
69% said that they were not familiar with the
process although they had heard of it (Figure
6.5). Even among the students who majored
in International Relations, 16% did not know
about ASEM, whereas 64% has heard of it
but were not familiar. In addition, the report
found out that most of the interviewed Chi-
nese students did not know about ASEF either.
From the answers to the six factual questions
on basic information of ASEM,*® the research
revealed that university students of selected

Malaysia
Singapore
South Korea
Thailand

2012

universities in Beijing know very little about
ASEM.

Figure 6.5: Answers of 970 university
students in Beijing to the question
“Do you know ASEM?”

Know well
1%

Don’t know
22%

Not familiar
69%

“ The research was commissioned and supported by the Japan Centre for International Exchange. Similar to the EU in the eyes of
Asia-Pacific, this project focused on public opinion, policy-makers opinion and media representation.

“ The multiple-choice questions were “The first ASEM was held in ____ (place).”, “So far ASEM has been held ____ times.”, “There are
_____ states participating in ASEM today.”, “Asia-Europe Summit is held __ (time).”, “Asia’ in ‘Asia-Europe Meeting’ refers to ___."

and “Europe’ in ‘Asia-Europe Meeting’ refers to .”
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On the European side, a round of public
opinion survey was conducted in Febru-
ary 2011, briefly after the ASEM8 summit
in Brussels, in eight EU member states. In
total, the dataset profiled 6115 completed
interviews, while the sample sizes varied
from country to country to reflect the pop-
ulation composition of the EU. The margin
of error ranged from +3% to +7% at a
confidence level of 95%. The public opinion
survey of Asia in the eyes of Europe asked
respondents the question “How familiar are
you with ASEM?”. In average, more than
90% of the respondents from the eight
ASEM European countries were either “not
very familiar” or “not familiar at all” with
the ASEM process (Figure 6.6). An average
of 58% of the interviewed European pub-
lic stated that they are “not familiar at all”
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with ASEM. Despite its existence for one-
and-a-half decades, ASEM was far from its
European public.

It is noteworthy that the questions posed in
the three aforementioned researches were
all different. Hence, the findings are not di-
rectly comparable. Still, results from these
public surveys all point to the same direc-
tion, illustrating that the general public has
been disconnected from the ASEM process
thus far. Although “enhancement of mutual
understanding and awareness between the
people from Asia and Europe” has been one
key objective in ASEM official discourses, a
majority of the interviewed public did not
know the ASEM process which was created
more than a decade ago when the survey
was conducted.

Figure 6.6: Percentage of European respondents who were not familiar with the ASEM

process
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Regarding inter-regional connections, find-
ings from the EU in the eyes of Asia-Pacific
project as well as Asia in the eyes of Eu-
rope project indicated the weak influence of
the ASEM process on bridging people from
the two regions (Figures 6.7 and 6.8). In
the two projects, public survey respondents
were shown a list of ASEM European/ASEM
Asian countries and asked to indicate which
countries they had (personal or profession-
al) ties with, and what kind of connection it
concerned.*®

After more than a decade of ASEM and
ASEF existences, the inter-regional link-
age at the general public level is far from
strong. In the Asian locations monitored, an
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average of 78% of Asian respondents did
not have any personal/professional tie with
any of the EU countries (Figure 6.7). In the
eight EU countries, the average was equally
high. 77% of the European respondents did
not have personal/professional connection
with any ASEM Asian countries. The results
of Malaysia and India were also compared
across time. It is noteworthy that the num-
ber of Malaysian and Indian respondents
who responded having ties with EU coun-
tries dropped by 119% and 129% respective-
ly. All things considered, the huge “lack of
connections” between the public in Asia and
Europe revealed that ASEM and ASEF face a
great challenge in improving inter-regional
relations at the public level.

Figure 6.7: Percentage of Asian respondents who had no personal or professional tie

with any EU member state
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0 Indonesia data were absent because the translation of related data is not available.



THE FUTURE OF TH

132

E

ASIA-EUROPE MEETING

Figure 6.8: Percentage of European respondents who had no personal or professional

tie with any ASEM Asian member state
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Comparing these results to the degree of
awareness of ASEM among the Asian elites
collected in the EU in the eyes of Asia-Pacif-
ic, it can be said that ASEM has been more
visible to the elites than to the general pub-
lic. In addition, the elites were asked to list
their professional and personal ties with

Austria Belg|um ‘Denmark‘ France ‘Germany‘ Italy ‘Romama‘

UK

the EU and Europe. Figure 6.9 shows that
very few interviewees did not have any links
with the EU and/or Europe. Compared with
Figure 6.7, it is clear that the elites were
much better connected, both professionally
and personally, to Europe than the general
public were.

Figure 6.9: Percentage of Asian elites who had no personal or professional tie with any

EU member state
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The above empirical findings show that the
awareness of ASEM among the general
public is worrying. The interviewed mem-
bers of the public paid little attention on the
process. Among various Track Two initia-
tives, ASEF is mandated to improve the mu-
tual awareness and understanding between
the people in Asia and Europe. Compared
to ASEM’s huge population, the 20,000 in-
dividuals (ASEM InfoBoard) involved in the
ASEF activities thus far constitute indeed a
tiny proportion. While the biennial summit
and no less than five regular, institution-
alized ministerial meetings®! are held, the
public engagement with the process has
lacked reqularity or capacity. Different from
the claim in the official discourse, the public
did not appear to be the central part of the
ASEM process. Asia-Europe People’s Forum
(AEPF) and ASEF activities seem to trickle
down insufficiently to the general public
in Asia and Europe. In comparision to the
general public, the national elites are more
involved in the ASEM process. However, the
engagement is still limited to a small num-
ber of national elites.

5. Conclusions and
policy recommendations

The empirical findings from media analysis
and public opinion surveys are helpful in as-
sessing ASEM’s public outreach in its first two
decades. In terms of media visibility and pub-
lic awareness, ASEM has room to improve.
The majority of the surveyed general public
is not even aware of the existence of ASEM.
The interaction in the ASEM process remains
reserved to high politics in which the domes-
tic public is largely irrelevant. Based on the
substantial findings listed above, this section
proposes several policy recommendations
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for the ASEM member state governments on
how to improve the process’s outreach and
mutual understanding between Asia and Eu-
rope in the coming decade.

In terms of visibility in news media and in
public opinion, ASEM has not achieved much
thus far. However, ASEM does not need
visibility purely for visibility’s sake. In to-
day’s media and social media, sensational
and bad news sell the best. ASEM does not
seek this kind of visibility. Instead, the root
cause(s) for the inability to reach out to its
public should be identified and tackled. The
current situation is a result of the process’s
nature, including non-institutionalization,
as a government-driven and summit-cen-
tred forum for discussion instead of deci-
sion-making. Given the present institutional
design of ASEM, its events together with
ASEF activities can only reach a rather limit-
ed portion of the billions of citizens in the 51
ASEM member countries. Therefore, instead
of seeking high visibility, ASEM should fo-
cus its limited resources on improving the
quality of its public profile.

Better quality here refers to a correct
understanding of what ASEM is and to
a real interest in the process itself. The
current media coverage on ASEM only oc-
casionally focuses on what ASEM really is
or does, but rather on side issues such as
whether the Japanese prime minster man-
aged to talk to the Chinese Premier, or how
the Thai prime minster answered questions
about the democratic situation in Thailand.
One of ASEM’s problems is that media and
the general public cannot see the relevance
of the process to them. To increase or at
least to correctly communicate its rel-
evance to the media and public is what

! Thus far, Foreign, Finance, Culture, Education and Transport ministers convene regularly under the ASEM framework.
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ASEM should do. For a good communica-
tion with media, the series of visibility-pro-
motion initiatives by the European Commis-
sion since 2009 has indeed helped. Similar
programs should be continued.

For a wider outreach to the general pub-
lic, individual member governments have
to allocate more human and financial re-
sources to concrete activities or projects.
ASEF alone, with its limited human and fi-
nancial resources, is not sufficient to reach
billions of citizens. If the member govern-
ments themselves do not consider ASEM
important enough to invest more resources,
they should not expect their public to ac-
tively pay attention to ASEM. As suggest-
ed by the 11% FMM, partner governments
should confirm the importance of ASEM
by linking the ASEM InfoBoard as well as
information and news of the process to
their Foreign Ministry websites.

Increasing ASEM’s relevance is more diffi-
cult, especially when ASEM remains infor-
mal and makes no concrete decisions on
policies directly impacting its citizens. The
media and public worldwide devote heavy
attention to the initiative of Asian Infra-
structure Investment Bank (AlIB) and the
saga of the Greek debt crisis because they
are aware that these issues are influential
and will affect them someway. Besides, a
majority of ASEM meetings and initiatives
remain elitist, bringing together mainly gov-
ernment officials, experts on various issues,
and senior members of businesses. Sectors
from the civil society which gain access to
the process are mostly the “elites” — se-
nior business executives in the Asia-Europe
Business Forum, academics and university
students, think tanks, senior media profes-
sionals in ASEF’s activities and exchange
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programmes, law-makers in the Asia-Eu-
rope Parliamentary Partnership Meeting,
as well as research leaders of NGOs in the
Asia-Europe People’s Forum. If ASEM mem-
ber states truly want to promote the public
profile of the process, they should devote
concrete support for large-scale initia-
tives to reach a wide population, for exam-
ple, an ASEM Football Cup, an ASEM Singing
Contest, an ASEM Movie Festival, ASEM TV
programs, or referring to ASEM in textbooks
in each country. Another way to increase rel-
evance is to have each member host more
ASEM activities on its soil. Again, these de-
mand more human and financial resources
from the partner governments.

More importantly, this research calls on
ASEM member governments not to boost
their own visibility but to focus on the
original objective — to promote ties and
improve mutual awareness between Asia
and Europe. Therefore, the process should
aim to enhance awareness and under-
standing of Asia in Europe and vice-versa.
Indeed, as a side-product, ASEM can pro-
mote awareness and understanding among
countries in the same region, i.e. among
Asian countries in Asia and among Europe-
an countries in Europe.

In the coming decade, more efforts are
needed to promote inter-regional aware-
ness and understanding, especially of
and in smaller member countries lacking
diplomatic resources. For example, ASEM
members can choose one European and
one Asian member, say Mongolia and Croa-
tia in 2016, and introduce an “ASEM Year of
Mongolia” in ASEM European countries and
an “ASEM Year of Croatia” in ASEM Asian
countries. During this year, all members of
ASEM’s European members should promote
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the awareness and understanding of Mon-
golia among their citizens. Similarly, the 11
FMM has already suggested introducing a
“media exchange program” to annually fund
one newsmaker from each ASEM country
to travel to two other ASEM countries. The
funded newsmakers, in return, should write
a certain number of reportage covering
ASEM in the year following his/her tour.

As a short-term resolution, ASEM gov-
ernments can consider establishing an
institutional tie with the AlIB. At the mo-
ment, 36 out of 53 ASEM members have
signed up as the AlIB’s founding members.
A high-institutionalized option, for example
making the AlIB an institution of ASEM, is
unfeasible. Rather, a low-institutionalized
option is viable, including joint projects
with the AlIB within the ASEM framework,
for example research projects or sympo-
sia among experts in ASEM countries on
expectations for the AlIB and an assess-
ment of its undertakings.
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Finally, this research suggests that a differ-
ent outreach approach is needed in differ-
ent ASEM member countries. Discrepancies
exist between countries whose public is more
familiar with the other region and others
with less knowledge and awareness. Other
divisions are present between the found-
ing partners of ASEM and the non-founding
partners, as well as between ASEM countries
with larger and smaller populations.

The empirical data revealed that the gener-
al public has not been at the core of the re-
lationship building in the ASEM process. The
actual actions taken by the ASEM partners
did not promote a bottom-up approach or
a mass involvement of the general public.
The above-mentioned findings and policy
recommendations correspond to the cri-
tique of ASEM being elitist. ASEM govern-
ments, after understanding what exactly
the process should do and can do in terms
of public-profile promotion, should make
the decisions accordingly.

Asia-Europe Meeting

ASEM T0- 1l 201
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The Asia-Europe Meeting is frequently criti-
cized as a talking shop without tangible ob-
jectives, and, in particular in view of a sub-
stantive recent enlargement process, as an
unwieldy and overly diffuse informal institu-
tion. Yet, it unquestionably fills a niche in inter-
national relations, providing a forum in which
dialogue and networking as such are goals.
Importantly it aims to serve as a political
catalyst to promote consensus and aware-
ness, and to enhance cooperation between
countries from Asia and Europe. Another vital
function of ASEM as a trans-regional forum,
is to contribute to ongoing cooperation else-
where, be it bilateral meetings or multilateral
structures. Importantly, ASEM draws in busi-
nesspeople, parliaments, trade unions, youth,
NGOs and civil society actors.

Yet, it cannot be denied that the process
also faces numerous challenges, nearly
twenty years after its creation. Strong di-
viding lines exists, between Europe and Asia
but increasingly also within both regions, on
how to proceed as for overall vision, objec-
tives and outcomes, coordination, and work-
ing methods. For some ASEM is a forum for
informal dialogue and networking, whereas
for others tangible cooperation should be
much more at the forefront after almost two
decades. Some emphasize political interac-
tion, while others give precedence to the
economic pillar. Whereas some vehemently
oppose further institutionalization, others
see it as the only way to retain relevance in
the future. It was the aim of the six chapters
in this study to assess these and other chal-
lenges and to provide suggestions for future
change. The following sections summarize
the findings of the different contributions, in
terms of lessons learnt from other inter- or
trans-regional fora; enlargement; coordina-
tion; substance; stakeholder involvement;
and visibility and public awareness.
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1. Drawing lessons
from other fora

The first two contributions took an explicitly
comparative approach, in order to examine
how structure/processes as well as dia-
logue/cooperation/substance are embedded
in the institutional design of other cooper-
ation frameworks. While providing general
background information on the ASEM pro-
cess in a comparative light, it was the key
objective of these chapters to draw lessons
for ASEM’s future from similar processes.

Chapter One looked at the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC). Both ASEM and
APEC are fora for soft politics, rather than
institutions for collective problem solving.
Nevertheless, they fulfill a clear function in
an increasingly contentious and fragment-
ed world. ASEM can draw four lessons from
APEC. First, having a specific goal and a fo-
cused agenda are vital elements in crafting
a more compelling vision for a large forum
such as ASEM, and in drawing attention to
the work it does.

Returning to ASEM’s initial focus on econo-
my, the chapter argued that all ASEM initia-
tives and projects should be geared towards
a robust exchange of ideas, contributing to
enhanced connectivity and eventually re-
sulting in increased trade and investment
flows. ASEM should therefore craft a vision
of a bustling Asia-Europe Marketplace, de-
fined by the author as a well-connected ba-
zaar where trade and ideas flow both ways
from Asia to Europe and Europe to Asia.

Second, ASEM should identify champions
within the business and academic commu-
nities that can help support and promote
the ASEM agenda. Similar to APEC, ASEM
could create a Business Advisory Council
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ASEM BAC), a committed core group of busi-
ness executives from Asia and Europe who
are willing to serve in advisory roles. In or-
der to strengthen its engagement with the
academic community, but also to promote
evidence-based policy analysis and recom-
mendations, an ASEM Studies Center could
be established in Europe to complement the
Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) in Singapore.

Third, APEC has a secretariat to promote
coordination, institutional memory and con-
tinuity. If ASEM would refrain from institu-
tionalizing further, it could set up working
committees, similar to APEC, on a few key
issues that draw substantial interest and
support from at least eight to ten mem-
bers. This would be in line with issue-based
leadership (cf. Chapter Three), and resolve
issues relating to the rotating coordinators
especially on the Asian side. Four to six
working committees could evaluate ASEM
projects and initiatives, and work to deliver
results on these identified issues.

Fourth, contrary to the moratorium im-
posed by APEC in 1989, ASEM could enlarge
further on the Asian side to better reflect
the inter-continental Asia-Europe charac-
ter. This would open the door for additional
members from South and Central Asia. Re-
flecting this enlargement process, the num-
ber of coordinators on the Asian side could
be increased from the current two to four,
representing the different sub-regions -
Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, South Asia,
and Central Asia. Australia and New Zea-
land could caucus with Northeast Asia, and
Russia would be integrated in the Central
Asian coordinating mechanism. This would
improve the coordination process within
the Asian regional grouping, and reduce the
need for a Secretariat.
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Chapter Two examined ASEM in the light of
the EU-Africa and EU-CELAC fora. Little ex-
change of ideas exists between these three
processes, in spite of commonalities such
as their shared quest for relevance, visibility
and credibility in a changing world. Yet, it
is clear that ASEM can draw important les-
sons from the other two fora.

A recent EU-CELAC summit offers a possible
model for creating an “Ulan Bator” decla-
ration to be adopted at ASEM’s 20" anni-
versary gathering in Mongolia in 2016. The
political statement would highlight ASEM’s
core objectives and its role as a relevant
and dynamic player in shaping the global
dialogue and agenda. It would also include
a “short but snappy action plan” focusing
on a small number of issues that can help
steer ASEM in its third decade. Even as an
informal dialogue process, ASEM would
benefit from more regular follow-up, eval-
uation and monitoring of progress, as is the
case in the EU-Africa partnership. As in the
other two fora, ASEM should specify priority
areas of cooperation that could become the
subject of structured “policy dialogues”.

Furthermore, both the EU-Africa and
EU-CELAC relationships highlight the im-
portance of a more efficient coordination.
As for substance, ASEM should seek to
promote connectivity, address common se-
curity challenges, and revive the economic
pillar by focusing on areas such as sustain-
able growth and development, sustainable
agriculture, energy efficiency and conser-
vation as well as urbanization. ASEM could
strengthen participation of the private sec-
tor and young people, and promote cultural
cooperation and networking along the lines
of the EU-CELAC partnership.
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2. Enlargement

Chapter Three examined ASEM’s dramat-
ic enlargement process, which more than
doubled the membership from the initial
25+1 set-up to the current 51+2 structure.
Contrary to criticism that expansion into
non-EU states and Asian sub-regions such
as South Asia, Australasia, and Central Asia
has diluted an already fragile cohesion in
ASEM, this chapter argued that enlarge-
ment should be utilized as a catalyst to re-
vitalize ASEM. After refining its vision and
prime objectives in a political statement
to be launched at the upcoming summit in
Mongolia, ASEM could streamline its work-
ing methods in two ways.

First, now more than ever ASEM is in need
of actively enhancing informality, one of
the forum’s core strengths. This can be
achieved not only through interactive dis-
cussions instead of a tedious reading of
statements, but also through longer Re-
treat sessions, in a “leaders only” or “lead-
ers plus one” format. Also work in smaller
groups, in other words a “Working Tables”
format can be implemented. These themat-
ic discussions are linked to the overarching
theme of the plenary. Leaders/ministers
sign up for a Working Table in advance.
Each Working Table is chaired by one coun-
try, includes two short keynote introduc-
tions, one from Asia and one from Europe,
and is followed by free, open and informal
discussion. Outcomes and overall “vision”
of each sub-group are reported back to the
final plenary.

Second, enlargement provides opportu-
nities to promote “tangible cooperation”,
through “issue-based leadership”, i.e. what
is called “enhanced cooperation” in the
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EU and “variable geometry” in other fora.
ASEM offers the chance for the creation of
loose and ad hoc alliances for non-binding
collaboration. A group of “shepherd” coun-
tries can guide the way in issue areas such
as educational exchange or water manage-
ment, to be joined by other interested par-
ties at a later stage. ASEM members can
select issues of interest a la carte, resulting
in an “ASEM at different speeds”.

The chapter furthermore pointed out that
new members can steer the dialogue and
cooperation in new directions. Connectivity
certainly is an issue area with “ASEM add-
ed value” in the light of the enlargement
process.

It relates to economic integration, trade and
investment but also has crucial ramifica-
tions for sustainable development, ecology,
think tank and research or educational com-
munities, and political linkages. Rather than
promoting physical connectivity and infra-
structure projects, ASEM can help to more
narrowly define connectivity, set objectives,
share practices and exchange ideas.

Relatedly, the discussion of issues related
to the Arctic development agenda or Arctic
maritime transport routes can profit from
ASEM’s enlarged membership. In addition,
ASEM as a multilateral, open and informal
institution is ideally placed to tackle issues
in the non-traditional security (NTS) sphere.

It can serve as a platform to define objec-
tives for customs cooperation and facili-
tation, share intelligence concerning joint
anti-piracy operations, or facilitate the cre-
ation of ad hoc alliances in other NTS-re-
lated fields.
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3. Coordination

Chapter Three as well as other contribu-
tions in this study argued that member-
ship expansion inevitably places additional
strains on ASEM’s management. Recent
years have witnessed several attempts to
streamline coordination mechanisms, but
resistance against “creeping institutional-
ization” remains strong.

Nevertheless, it is clear that a secretariat
or permanent liaison office offers numerous
advantages, including for institutional mem-
ory, communication and procedures, trans-
parency, public awareness, political interest,
neutrality and geographical equality. Not
least importantly it would tackle problems
related to the lack of experience, expertise,
or logistical resources of smaller, less de-
veloped or less experienced ASEM countries.

Furthermore, tighter institutionalization
would streamline ASEM’s numerous initia-
tives, holding them together in a structured
way. ASEM has never lacked projects or ac-
tivities. On the contrary, the dialogue has
spawned an almost uncontrolled prolifer-
ation of initiatives, covering a wide range
of topics, not least because new initiatives
guarantee better press for the initiators. Of-
ten however, initiatives have been plagued
by a lack of focus, direction, linkage to the
dialogue, or adequate follow-up.

Occasionally they have not entirely been
in line with the AECF2000 that stipulates
that initiatives should take into account the
overall objectives and perspectives of the
process, should have the full consensus
of all partners (on a timely basis), and in-
clude “the participation of a large number
of ASEM partners”.
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When it comes to strengthening coordina-
tion mechanisms, ASEM currently faces the
choice between four options:

- First, it can keep the status quo. For pro-
ponents of this scenario, ASEM works
well at present, and the objective is a
minimalist one: to meet, network, and
engage in informal discussion with-
out a formal agenda. An institutional
approach would be inappropriate and
counter-productive given the informal
character of the ASEM process. For this
group, enlargement is not a problem.
“The more the merrier” is ASEM’s motto
for enlargement, for the simple reason
that ASEM is not an operational agency
but a forum that can engage a large
diversity of partners into dialogue.

- Second, coordination is beefed up on
the Asian side. Proponents of this idea
argue that the EU already possesses
the necessary and well-oiled channels
for coordination. The creation of a pos-
sible Asian coordination unit should
therefore be left up to the Asian ASEM
grouping. If the leaders from a wide
variety of countries from Asian and
Eurasian sub-regions agree on a sec-
retariat, a stronger role for the ASEAN
Secretariat can be envisaged. For the
time being however, the ASEAN Sec-
retariat seems to be lacking both am-
bition and resources, in spite of obvi-
ously stronger coordinating roles in the
East Asian Summit and the ASEAN Re-
gional Forum. Alternately, the number
of coordinators on the Asian side can
be increased from two to four, each
representing one of the sub-regions (cf
above, Chapter One).
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- A third possibility would be to build on
the example of the ASEM Education
Secretariat and create coordinating
offices or appoint rotating coordinating
countries based on the idea of sec-
toral leadership. These could be estab-
lished for example in fields relating to
non-traditional security or connectiv-
ity. The 39 ASEM Transport Ministers’
Meeting (TMM3) in Riga (April 2015)
for example, proposed instituting a ro-
tating ASEM TMM Coordinating Country
to enhance continuity.

« A fourth scenario would entail the es-

tablishment of an overarching secre-
tariat or permanent liaison office, as
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hinted at in Chapter Three. This would
inevitably result in lengthy discussions
on issues related to staffing, funding
and location, however.

For some, as the EU has been the only
permanent coordinator, it has de fac-
to functioned as ASEM’s institutional
memory. Furthermore, in view of the
EU’s emphasis on effective multilat-
eralism, transparency, legitimacy and
meritocracy, the secretariat could be
based in Europe. For others, the sec-
retariat should be based in Asia, as it
is that vast and heterogeneous region
that is most in need of stronger coordi-
nating mechanisms.
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4. Substance

Chapter Four argued that ASEM can make
highly significant progress in three areas,
namely connectivity, trade and sustainable
development, and non-traditional security.
Similar to the third chapter, it contended
that ASEM’s role is limited to that of an in-
cubator for ideas concerning so-called hard
connectivity (railway or road links, or energy
routes between Asia and Europe).

What ASEM can do, however, is propose an
updated review of major hard-connectivity
projects between Asia and Europe, for exam-
ple. Or it can establish a dedicated “Connec-
tivity Forum”, bringing together the private
sector, media and civil society organizations
to discuss infrastructure-related issues with
an impact on sustainable development, se-
curity and climate change. Private sector
actors could be invited to meet with ASEM
Economic Ministers, at the same time serv-
ing as an opportunity to revive the EMM.

ASEM can also foster soft connectivity in the
sphere of cultural, social, and education-
al cooperation. It can help in more clearly
“branding” ASEM-led educational exchang-
es and explore the idea of a preferential
status/priority given to ASEM students in
universities in Asia and Europe. It can even
consider establishing an ASEM University,
based on the model of the UN University, or
creating dedicated ASEM Boards of Experts/
Personalities, in fields such as Academic
Exchange, Social and Human Rights, Media,
and Youth. Education as a field of coopera-
tion is given added importance because its
crucial impact on sustainable development.

It is clear that the future transcontinental
road/rail transportation through Eurasia will
have an overwhelming effect on the present
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trade environment and schemes. ASEM does
not have the capacity to embark on a global
trade/investment promotion course. It can,
however, increase awareness of trade bene-
fits for local populations, while at the same
time contributing to the ultimate goal of a
more sustainable development.

Furthermore, ASEM could create a “Cus-
toms Training cluster”, where directors of
the respective customs agencies can have
an exchange on topics of interest, and mod-
elled on the OECD’s global Forum on Tax
Administration (FTA).

In the field of agriculture, ASEM can inau-
gurate a rotating forum linked to existing
NGO networks active under the AEPF. With
a view to fostering global governance
through Non-Traditional Security, ASEM can
promote sustainable tourism through an
“ASEM Green Travel Initiative” linking tour
operators and tourism professionals with
Ministries of Tourism and NGOs active in
this field; it can launch “food security pan-
els” by sub-region, reporting to the Leaders’
summit; or organize a yearly ASEM seminar
on mediation and peace diplomacy, com-
parable to the annual ASEM Human Rights
seminars.

5. ASEM stakeholders

Chapter Five discussed the numerous
groups of ASEM stakeholders, focusing on
the involvement of non-state actors and
their roles, achievements and limits. It ar-
gued that ASEM should more tap into civil
society groups, as they are “in-sync” with
current issues and challenges in their re-
spective societies, and serve as a good
“middle ground” in terms of policy discus-
sion and recommendation ahead of govern-
ment-level meetings.



THE FUTURE OF TH

144

Policymakers have pointed out the lack of
coordination across ASEM between stake-
holder groups, impeding their further con-
structive involvement in the process. The
chapter therefore argued that the ASEM
forum should increase civil society input, in
the first place by promoting horizontal com-
munication between the different stake-
holder groups and by establishing regular-
ized meetings between representations of
ASEF, AEBF, AEPF, ASEP and others.

ASEM should therefore move away from
the traditional three-pillar division that
segregates the different actors and stake-
holders. Trust-building and socialization are
important for government leaders, and fa-
cilitating that is among the prime functions
of ASEM as a dialogue platform. However,
the meetings of stakeholder groups should
be transformed into functional, in-depth,
sectoral, and professional meetings.

Civil society, including youth, doubtlessly
represents the most under-explored stake-
holder group. Be it academic and research
communities, businesspeople or artists,
their participation in the process bolsters
the inter-regional process. Innovative con-
tributions from civil society present a good
example of “bottom-up governance”, which
constitutes an increasingly important force
in the global system.

6. Visibility and public
awareness

For some policymakers, media attention and
visibility should not be ASEM’s main concern,
being a process and not an international in-
stitution. In addition, there certainly are lim-
itations as to what extent any aspect of an
inter-regional forum such as ASEM can be
made “gripping” to the general public.
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Nevertheless, in view of transparency, ac-
countability, and legitimacy, public aware-
ness and visibility are certainly not irrel-
evant. Chapter Six therefore addressed
ASEM’s perennial problem of visibility.
Based on a meticulous content analysis of
media reporting on ASEM and on the results
of an extensive public opinion survey, the
chapter assessed ASEM’s public outreach in
its first two decades. It argued that in terms
of media visibility and public awareness,
ASEM has a lot of room to improve, even
if ASEF’s activities and projects have made
important contributions.

Nevertheless, it needs to be kept in mind that
ASEM does not need visibility merely for visi-
bility’s sake. For a wider outreach to the gen-
eral public, individual member governments
would need to put more human and financial
resources in concrete activities or projects
promoting the public profile of the process.
First and foremost however, ASEM needs to
promote a better public understanding of
what it is and does. In other words, people
should be made aware that ASEM exists for
a reason. The chapter calls on ASEM gov-
ernments to focus on the original objective,
namely to promote ties and boost mutual
awareness between Asia and Europe. If ASEM
can focus on initiatives that have ASEM add-
ed-value and that have an impact on peo-
ple, as a by-product it will gain markedly in
visibility and understanding. The chapter
furthermore proposed, as a short-term res-
olution, that ASEM would organize research
projects or symposia among experts in ASEM
countries on expectations for high-profile
initiatives such as the new Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank (AlIB). Linking ASEM
information to Foreign Ministry websites,
establishing media exchange programs, and
promoting awareness of smaller member
countries are further tools to boost visibility.
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7. Concluding remarks

Ahead of ASEM’s twentieth anniversary
that will be celebrated in Ulan Bator next
year, this study set out to critically explore
ASEM'’s current state and the institutional
challenges it faces. A prime objective was
to provide input and recommendations,
feeding into the discussions on the future
of the process. Looking ahead to ASEM'’s
third decade, the different chapters in this
study have analyzed the strengths that
ASEM should build on and further promote;
they have argued that ASEM can draw valu-
able lessons from other processes; and they
have proposed ways to address the forum’s
limitations and weaknesses.
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In 1996, the year of ASEM’s creation, Simon
Nuttall, a member of the Council on Asia-Eu-
rope Cooperation (CAEC) postulated that:

Like all the best

institutions, ASEM seems
fated, not to be created,

but to evolve.
Simon Nuttall, (1996)
The authors of the different chapters hope

that this study can make a modest contribu-
tion to the further revitalization of an evolv-

ing Asia-Europe Meeting into its third decade. eeesees










Throughout the 20% century, a number of political scientists and
novelists imagined that the next century would be dominated by
continental blocs clashing with one another. When the Asia-Europe
Meeting (ASEM) was founded, in 1996, it was becoming clear that
our “brave new world” called for a true dialogue between continents
and civilisations. The need for intercontinental alliances is even clear-
er today, as we celebrate ASEM’s 20" birthday: the world we live in
has never been this “small”, the challenges we face are truly global
in their nature. Worldwide platforms for policy dialogue are more im-
portant than ever.
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