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As the most prominent integrated organizations in the continents of Europe and Asia, the 
cooperation between the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European 
Union (EU) underscores the importance of multilateralism which is the prevailing diplomatic 
apparatus in the realm of international relations. With the embracement of this, it is believed to 
be timely relevant for countries of both regions in general, and Cambodia in particular as the host 
of the 13th Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) to be held in Phnom Penh under the theme: 
“Strengthening Multilateralism for Shared Growth”. Significantly, these notions are particularly 
appealing in the contemporary global context in which multilateralism is impeded by the 
growing force of protectionism and unilateralism. 

Essentially, the relationship between the two regional organizations can be traced back to 1977 
when the formal ASEAN-EU dialogue was established. In the course of their relations, ASEAN 
and the EU have seen the growth of their multifaceted cooperation on a wide array of issues 
ranging from economics, trade and investment, aid, and political and cultural affairs. Following 
the adoption of the EU-ASEAN Plan of Action for 2018-2022, both sides agreed to strengthen their 
cooperation in broader areas, including the protection of human rights, counterterrorism and 
countering violent extremism, cybersecurity, climate change, sustainable development, etc. 
While ASEAN and the EU are committed to strengthening their cooperation, there has been 
renewed optimism that the two would upgrade their relations to a strategic partnership which 
will remarkably shape the future path of the global political and economic outlooks. 
Nevertheless, there are yet certain impediments that hold back these two prominent blocs from 
realizing their strategic partnership.  

In light of this setting and in an attempt to serve as a platform for scholars and experts to exchange 
their views as well as identify the hurdles that could hinder the prospect of the ASEAN-EU 
partnership, my Institute CICP, was particularly pleased to be able to host this International 
Conference entitled “ASEAN-EU Relations: Navigating Divides, Deepening Cooperation” with 
the generous supports of the Konrad Adeneur Stiftung (KAS) in Cambodia and the European 
Union Delegation to Cambodia. We would like to express our utmost appreciation to all the 
eminent role players, distinguished guests, and participants for sharing their insightful views 
that remarkably contributed to the composition of this Outcome Report. We hold a strong 
conviction that the compilation of diverse views and ideas in this Publication will trigger positive 
contributions and stimulate more substantial deliberations among scholar, academic, as well as 
the diplomatic communities in the pursuit of gaining and reinforcing more profound 
comprehensions which will ultimately serve as the basis for the further quest of elevating the 
ASEAN-EU relations to a new height.  

Ambassador Pou Sothirak  
Executive Director  
Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace (CICP) 
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PROGRAM AGENDA 

31 October 2019 

08:00 – 08:30 Registration 

08:30 – 08:40 Welcome Remarks 
H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak 
Executive Director 
Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace (CICP), Phnom Penh 

08:40 – 08:50 Opening Remarks 
Dr. Daniel Schmücking 
Country Representative 
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) Cambodia 

08:50 – 09:10 Special Remarks
Mr. Lucas Cibor 
Deputy Head of Mission of the EU Delegation to ASEAN 

09:10 – 09:40 Keynote Address 
H.E. Dr. Sok Siphana 
Senior Advisor to the Royal Government of Cambodia and High 
Representative of the Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and International Cooperation (MOFAIC) of Cambodia 

09:40 – 09:45 Group Photo Session for Role Players 

9:45 – 10:15 Coffee Break 

10:15 – 12:00 Session I: Reality Check: ASEAN-EU Past and Future Relations 
The first session discusses the current realities of ASEAN-EU relations by 
looking at recent successes on the political, social and economic fronts, the 
efficacy of recent initiatives, gaps in collaboration, and the operation of existing 
mechanisms linking the EU and ASEAN. This panel brings a particular focus on 
assessing the mechanisms of cooperation in the context of the institutional and 
policy changes underway in both the EU and ASEAN. 

Dr. Fraser Cameron 
Director of EU-Asia Centre, Brussels 
Ms. Pich Charadine 
Deputy Director, CICP 
Dr. Frederick Kliem 
Research Fellow, Centre for Multilateralism Studies (CMS), 
S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Singapore 
Mr. Andrew Mantong 
Research Fellow, Centre for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) Jakarta, Indonesia 

Instigator: Ms. Gwen Robinson 
Visiting Senior Fellow, CICP & Senior Fellow, ISIS 
Thailand Editor-at-Large, Nikkei Asia Review 
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12:00 – 13:30 Lunch 

13:30 – 14:50 Session II: The Relevance of ASEAN to EU: Responses and Collaborations 

The second panel assesses ASEAN-EU relations in the wider context and 
also looks at potential scenarios as to short, medium and long-term 
prospects? How can we make ASEAN more relevant to the EU in the 
evolving institutional order and the critical regional security architecture? 
What are the main scope of cooperation (from the ASEAN perspective) to 
deepening and enhancing this relationship further? 

Dr. Chheang Vannarith 
President, Asian Vision Institute (AVI), Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee 
Director of the European Union Centre, Singapore 
Dr. Aries A. Arugay 
Research Fellow, Asia Pathways to Progress, Philippines 

Instigator: Ms. Pich Charadine 
Deputy Director, CICP 

Q&A and Discussion 

14:50 – 15:10 Coffee Break 

15:10 – 16:30 Session III: EU’s Constructive Role in ASEAN: Expanding Engagements 

The third panel looks at potential scenarios for the future of EU-ASEAN 
cooperation in the short, medium and longer terms. Where do we go from 
here? How can perceived crises be operationalized as critical junctures to 
create new opportunities and new mechanisms for both deepening and 
broadening the EU-ASEAN relationship? How could the EU’s roles in 
ASEAN be better perceived and be embraced as genuine ‘constructive 
engagement’? 

- Dr. Bradley J. Murg
Visiting Senior Fellow, CICP 
Professor of Political Science and Director of Global 
Development Studies Seattle Pacific University, USA 
Dr. Tran Viet Thai 
Deputy Director General 
Institute for Foreign Policy and 
Strategic Studies, Diplomatic Academy 
of Vietnam (DAV) 
Dr. Frédéric Grare 
Chargé de mission in charge of the Indian Ocean Center for 
Analysis, Planning and Strategy Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
France 

Instigator: Ms. Gwen Robinson 
Visiting Senior Fellow, CICP & Senior Fellow, 
ISIS Thailand Editor-at-Large, Nikkei Asia 
Review 

Q&A and Discussion 
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1 November 2019 

08:30 – 08:45 Opening Remarks
Mr. Simone Pieri 
Deputy Head of Delegation of the EU Delegation to Cambodia 

08:45 – 10:30 Session IV: ASEAN – EU Partnership: Addressing Global Challenges 

The fourth panel places EU-ASEAN relations in of the diverse set of global challenges 
that both institutions will have to confront in the coming decade. In addition to the 
issue of shifts in global geo-politics, the question of addressing the drivers of climate 
change and the mitigation of its effects will be examined. Panelists will also explore 
issues around continued economic integration between ASEAN and the EU and the 
likely dynamics of future trade, paying particular attention to the EU’s role and 
relationship to the developing ASEAN Economic Community. Panelists are 
encouraged to bring into their discussions additional, macro-level issues that 
necessitate stronger ASEAN-EU cooperation. 

- Ambassador Sun Suon 
Senior Fellow, CICP 
Adjunct Professor, Paragon International University, Phnom Penh, 
Cambodia 

- Dr. Eva Pejsova 
Senior Analyst, French Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS) 

- Mr. Kavi Chongkittavorn  
- Senior Fellow, ISIS Thailand Columnist, Bangkok Post 
- Dr. Felix Heidux 

Senior Associate, German Institute for International and Security Affairs 

- Instigator: Dr. David Koh 
Visiting Senior Fellow, CICP 

Q&A and Discussion 

10:30 – 11:00 Coffee Break 

11:00 – 12:00 Session IV: Open and Free Discussion 

The final session will be devoted to open discussion among all participants, bringing 
together the diverse themes explored in order to examine potential policy 
recommendations and highlight cross-cutting issues explored across the prior four 
panels. 

Moderated by H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak 
Executive Director, CICP 

12:00 – 12:10 Wrap-Up and Closing Remarks 
H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak 
Executive Director, CICP 

12:10 – 13:30 Lunch 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Regardless of the geographical distance between the two regions, the cooperation between the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU) is remarkably 
compelling given its strategic importance in their respective regions and on the global arena. 
Convergently, building upon the pursuit of peace, stability, and the security of the people, 
ASEAN and the EU established the ASEAN-EU formal dialogue in 1977 in fostering partnership 
between the two regional organizations in the cause of realizing their common goals and 
objectives. However, the further quest for a more comprehensive and strategic partnership 
between the two regional organizations is unfavorably hindered by certain glitches featured by 
the political, historical, religious, and cultural divergences. 

In light of this development, the Cambodian Institute for Peace and Cooperation (CICP), in 
collaboration with the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung (KAS) in Cambodia and the European Union 
Delegation to Cambodia, has organized an international conference on the theme: “ASEAN-EU 
Relations: Navigating Divides, Deepening Cooperation”. This conference serves as a reality 
check on the relationship between ASEAN and the EU and seeks to provide recommendations 
which lie as the foundation for future ASEAN-EU conference and dialogues. Scholars and 
experts from the US as well as the European and ASEAN countries provided their insights with 
regards to the realities of the ASEAN-EU relationship, its current equilibrium, the blunders of 
existing partnership and key areas of improvement, and the possible scenarios for the future 
development of the relationship.  

During the conference, there was a general consensus that the ASEAN-EU partnership is timely 
crucial to strengthening the multilateralism and rule-based multilateral framework amidst the 
threat of rising protectionism and populism. Moreover, while the partnership between ASEAN 
and the EU is extensively emphasized on the economic dimension, there have been calls for the 
organizations to forge a strategic partnership that entails multi-faceted engagements in political 
security and non-traditional security issues, including cyber-security, climate change, terrorism, 
and the like. Despite these consistent calls and the existing mechanisms to elevate the ASEAN-
EU partnership, the conference acknowledged that substantial efforts are needed for both 
organizations to overcome various hurdles marked by their respective internal challenges and 
external factors.  

Explicitly, in the first panel session, the discussion intended to examine the current reality of 
ASEAN-EU relations by looking at the recent developments across political, social, economic, 
and security spectrums. There was a consensus recognition during the panel that the biggest 
regional integration bodies should start a strategic partnership in promoting the effective 
multilateralism through rule-based multilateral order. The panel also held a consistent view on 
the notion that the strategic partnership shall be built upon equal footings between the two 
organizations, and thus each side shall not strive to impose the normative norms and value that 
may sensitize their relationship. Moreover, the panel also identifies various challenges to 
realizing ASEAN-EU strategic partnership among which scholars stressed on the lack of 
understanding between ASEAN and the EU. Another major setback refers to the differences of 
modus operandi between the two regions, as the EU has supranational and institutional body, 
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while the ASEAN has an intergovernmental body that is consensus-based. With this setting, the 
panel agreed on the notion that these illustrations require new ways or different mechanisms of 
cooperation between ASEAN and the EU to elevate their partnership to the next level.  

The second panel session mainly discusses the ties between ASEAN and the EU in a broader 
context and suggests potential scenarios for the short, medium, and long-term cooperation 
outlook. The discussion was made upon the general presumption that ASEAN could be more 
relevant to the EU in the current institutional structure and vital regional security infrastructure, 
and the panel further discusses the main areas of collaboration in order to strengthen and 
expand this partnership. In the face of the US-China competition, there was a wide acceptance 
during the discussion that it was time for ASEAN and the EU to build a new global order that 
is more inclusive and issue-based rather than being dictated by the major powers. In the pursuit 
of forging a strategic partnership that consolidates global multilateralism, there were calls for 
the EU to be more flexible and pragmatic while ASEAN needs to become more institutionalized 
and more integrated in order for the two to engage with different levels of state-to-state 
engagement, inter-regional engagement, and multilateral institutions engagement.  

In the third and fourth panel discussions, the focus was broadly around the global challenges 
and future scenarios of ASEAN-EU collaboration. There have been solid calls for both ASEAN 
and the EU to accommodate the existing differences between the two organizations rather than 
adhering to their respective traits or striving to pursue the so-called ‘Europeanization’ and 
‘Aseanization’. In respect to the prospect of the ASEAN-EU multilateral cooperation, some 
scholars expressed their pessimistic views on the short-term expansion of multilateralism due 
to the rise of nationalism and populism in both the EU and ASEAN. Some rather examined the 
issue from the realm of geopolitical perspective featured by the competition and increasingly 
stiff divisions between the US and China, suggesting that the EU and ASEAN should proactively 
bridge those divisions by acting as the mediator to everyone and stepping up to embrace the so-
called middle power diplomacy so as to defend rule base, global order, and multilateralism.  

Finally, during the fifth session of open and free discussion, scholars reiterated the importance 
of building a strategic partnership between ASEAN and the EU. In the pursuit of this, some 
scholars stressed on the need to understanding the complexity on both sides and establishing a 
platform that is flexible for all relevant parties to adhere to the individualistic traits and as well 
their commonalities. There was a collective view on the notion that the organizations need to 
build a long-term trust and confidence by forging frequent dialogue, forums, and even to 
establish new form of communication channels. Substantially, this view is attributed to the 
intention to offset the existing limitations regarding the lack of comprehensive dissemination of 
information among the EU and ASEAN which has constituted the misconception among the EU 
and ASEAN member countries that would hamper the cooperation thereof.  
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to join the conference despite their busy schedules. He continued his introduction by detailing 
the proceedings of the whole conference and encouraged all members to participate during 
Q&A discussions.  

Before passing the floor to Dr. Daniel Schmucking, H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak gave a brief 
overview of the EU and ASEAN partnership. He mentioned that the relations between the EU 
and ASEAN started when the European Economic Community first established the first formal 
dialogue with ASEAN in 1977.  Since then, the relations between the two respective regions have 
been strengthened. This relation focus over the issues of development, humanitarian aid, foreign 
policy, and cultural affairs. Starting from 2012, ASEAN has benefited from bi-lateral visits 
between the EU and the ASEAN member states. He continued that, more recently, the two 
organisations have been working together to advance the counter-terrorism activities, cyber-
security, and sustainable developments and counter violence. Ambassador Pou Southirak 
ended by sharing his hopes that this conference would be serving as a reality check between 
ASEAN and EU and open an opportunity to conduct analysis and discussions on the future of 
EU-ASEAN relations.  

Dr. Daniel Schmucking took the stage and showed his appreciations to the Cambodian Institute 
for Cooperation and Peace (CICP) for organizing the event. He was pleasant to receive the 
updates on the progress of the conferences and to see many experts and scholars who partaking 
as the speakers of the conference. He was grateful to CICP for having such a great network with 
the EU and ASEAN.   

He then thanked the participants for attending the event, considering that it is a very timely 
issue; as the Asian-Europe Summit will be held in Phnom Penh Cambodia in 2020 with 51 
leaders of the Asian and European countries joining together. On one hand it is important to see 
how Cambodia will present itself to the world and waiting to see the essential topics that the 
summit will cover.  

He concluded by giving a brief overview of Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung’s (KAS) history. KAS is 
a German Political Think-Tank; who is holding some of the best researchers that serve as the 
most important stakeholders in society, and media coverage. KAS has been active in Cambodia 
for 25 years already and they are active in 125 countries around the globe. KAS cover bilateral 
and multilateral topics, with six areas of focuses including foreign and security policies, 
education and research, social market economy, state and society, energy, and the contemporary 
history.  

Mr. Lucas Cibor took the stage, thanking and congratulating the respective organizations on a 
successful event. He admitted that he is usually in a Brussels bubble, focused on the Europeans 
living inside Europe and often forgetting that there are many Europeans who are living in the 
other part of the world outside of Europe.  

He proceeded to explain the relationship between EU and ASEAN and why it is necessary. He 
recognized that the two regions are worlds apart, and it is rare to hear them in combination. Yet, 
there is an economic opportunity that both organizations can gain from. Looking at the statistics, 
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the EU is ASEAN’s largest investor ($400 Billion) and is their second largest trading partner. He 
then made a note that the relationship does not focus only on financial aspect, but also on the 
political security of the two regions as well.  

He stated that there is a lack of regularity between these two organizations. The EU has been 
very successful in promoting peace within their respective boundaries but has not translated it 
into other partnerships. Perhaps, one of the reasons that dialogue hasn’t had more result is the 
difference of autonomous decision-making and normative ruling between the EU and its 
partners. In comparison to the EU, ASEAN has more differences among its member states.    

It is clear that multilateral strategy is the way forward. Preserving the global governance system 
that creates more opportunities from supporters. However, multi-lateral dialogue is under the 
attack from bigger powers. Multilateralism gives voice to countries that may not have it 
otherwise. Looking specifically into the Nuclear Mission of Iran and the Paris Agreement 
against Climate Change, some countries have been delusional to believe that one country alone 
can solve the world’s problem. An example of this success is Mission Sofia, when 25 flags under 
the European Union flag worked together to disband human trafficking. This conference is 
important in helping us to understand how we can develop our partnerships through 
cooperation. There needs to be a reality-check and the understanding that multilateralism 
cannot be done alone, countries need to invest in the strengths of partnership to strengthen their 
own agendas.  

H.E. Sok Siphana, the High Representative from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Cambodia 
opened his remark by emphasizing the appreciation of the previous remarks of H.E. Pou 
Sothirak, Dr. Daniel Schmucking, and Mr. Lucas Cibor.  

He noticed the success of the EU. However, he also added that there are many glitches that pose 
a great challenge to achieving fortuitous EU and ASEAN dialogue. He highlighted the 
differences between the EU and ASEAN in terms of their politics, history, culture and religion; 
and recommended that the EU has to make better efforts to customize their views on the ASEAN 
member states. The EU needs to be more sensitive in taking a bilateral approach, by not 
imposing sensitive issues in each member states (e.g. palm oil and deforestation issues in 
Indonesia, which still has a strong contribution to economic growth). On one hand you can look 
at ASEAN as a grouping, but it is also important to look at them as one individual country.  

He noted the importance of back-to-back upcoming ASEAN/EU and APAC summits, because 
the summit will help to point out the similarities and differences between the two actors and 
this will help to identify the key areas of improvements.  

H.E. Sok Siphana then moved on to his views of Cambodia’s role in the partnership. He feels 
that Cambodia is not treated equally as other member-states and Cambodia responds 
emotionally. Even though Cambodia deals $16 million in trade and Singapore deals $80 million, 
in order to have multilateral partnership, both member-states need to be treated equally. 
Cambodia has expressed their support in multilateralism, but glitches have set the country back. 
Another glitch to stress, is the bilateral relations and disagreements that affect third-party 
relationships, a strategic partnership needs to be created.  
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EU expects ASEAN to take a stronger strategic role in managing Asian affairs. He later stated 
that this is the right time to start a strategic partnership. The EU already prepared to sign the 
strategic partnership in January this year, however, the agenda changed due to the disagreement 
over the palm oil issue. Europeans have different points of view over the environmental impact 
of palm oil, whereas, ASEAN stated that there were other priorities to stress over that issue. 

Because of the significant agenda of initiating a strategic partnership between the EU and 
ASEAN, there are many important issues the countries of these organisations have to face, such 
as, the booming tourism in ASEAN countries, new security challenges that both EU and ASEAN 
face (e.g. cyber threats), and how to deal with China. Cameron mentioned the former Prime 
Minister of Singapore who once said ASEAN can take a role as the voice of reason and 
moderation. As ASEAN has adopted the multilateral approach, therefore, let's ensure that China 
and the US feel the combined pressure from ASEAN and EU to support the multilateral system. 
Thus, the EU and ASEAN have a special responsibility to preserve the rule-based system, as 
they benefit hugely from multilateralism. 

Ms. Pich Charadine, Senior Research Fellow, CICP, drew upon H.E. Sok Siphana’s cooperation 
statement, speaking of the partnership between ASEAN-EU and the continuing relationship 
over the past years. More recently, in 2018 there was a ASEAN and EU leaders meeting where 
an essential document was adopted into the EU-ASEAN Plan of Action 2018-2022 and the two 
regions agreed to strengthen cooperation on many aspects, including open trade, promoting 
protection of human rights, cyber-security, maritime security, energy security, clean energy, 
smart city, etc. With the latest 22nd EU-ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, held in January 2019, the 
term “Partner in Integration” was coined. Yet, considering ASEAN and the EU are the biggest 
regional integration bodies there is the concern on how they will be able to maintain this 
strategy.  

She discussed her opinion on ASEAN and EU that looks toward the promotion of effective 
multilateralism through rule-based multilateral order. But then amidst all of these setbacks and 
gaps, the constraint of how the individual ASEAN member states view the EU, perceives the 
EU, as well as vice versa on how each EU states views ASEAN as a whole. And also considering 
how the bilateral mission of each country. Moreover, she explained the second gap and setback 
on the differences of modus operandi between the two regions, as the EU has supranational 
body meanwhile ASEAN has an intergovernmental body. Moreover, the EU is very institutional 
meanwhile ASEAN more on consensus-based. But because of the differences, it is does not mean 
it’s impossible to establish cooperation. There could be new ways or different mechanisms of 
cooperation between the two regions. 

She shared her last concern with Dr. Fraser Cameron on the aspect of major power competition, 
including the rise of China and recent US-China frictions. She said that this situation remains a 
challenge forward, and it has spill over on the ASEAN-EU partnership as a whole. 

Dr. Frederick Kliem, Research Fellow, Centre for Multilateralism Studies (CMS), S. Rajaratnam 
School of International Studies, Singapore, started with questioning the discourse behind the 
strategic partnership, for example how strategic is the strategic partnership is, or who are the 
actors behind it. He stated that the EU and the ASEAN are natural partners, and it is simply by 
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and if anyone wants to engage the other as a partner, the process shall be through consultation 
by both sides, on equal footings on how to “settle down” rather than expecting the other partner 
to comply. So, there is an important aspect of understanding rather than “compromising” and 
sticking to the policy. 

 Mr. Andrew expressed the importance of understanding the terms “strategic”, 
especially considering what does ASEAN/EU expect on being strategic? And strategic for what 
purpose? He then addressed “strategic”, in terms of maintaining the openness of the 
international system; currently, there are risks of unnecessary trade wars between ASEAN and 
EU as well as with Japan and Korea. The current occurrence is also influenced by each situation 
at the regional level, at the European side the condition is bound up by the certain decision-
making processes, and in Southeast Asia, it is bound up by domestic politics.  

Next, Ms. Gwen turned the floor to the participants if there were any questions. It followed with, 
H.E. Pou Sothirak, who gave sincere appreciation to the speakers before he asked a question. 
H.E Pou Sothirak pointed out that right now EU is facing a period of uncertainty with the Brexit 
and populism issues; also, ASEAN is facing some internal problems on the decision-making 
process. He then said that there is a potential to learn from each other on how to manage those 
problems. He asked Dr. Frederick, how the EU manages to go beyond sovereignty, and putting 
regional interests over national interests. He then asked what advice would Dr. Frederick give 
to ASEAN on managing issues related to democracy, freedom of expressions, human rights, et 
cetera. 

 Dr. Frederick recalled the historical contexts of the EU that shaped all of the European 
countries, in which they all shared the same level of economic development and shared the same 
democratic values. In terms of security, most of the members are part of NATO. Additionally, 
with regard to leadership, all of the countries are willing to accept the leadership role of France 
and Germany in the region. And above all, trust is the key element in the integration process. A 
similar pattern was observed in ASEAN, at the beginning Indonesia seemed to take the 
leadership role, however, in the last decade Indonesia has not prepared to take this role forward 
and therefore there has not been a real push in ASEAN to take the leadership role. 

 Dr. Fraser Cameron explained the importance of fundamental agreement on where 
ASEAN and the EU want the relationship to head. If the relationship is supposed to be more 
than a dialogue of diplomacy, then there is a need to talk on expectation management in 
Southeast Asia. The region does not view the EU as a standard, so the EU needs to lower the 
expectation on what Southeast Asian governance would look like. He further stated that he did 
not see any positive trends from the European perspectives in terms of good governance and 
human rights. 

Ms. Gwen then took over and questioned whether a regular ASEAN-EU summit and 
consultative process were needed, and where exactly the ASEAN process fits into this because 
it might go beyond the institutional level and high-level regular consultation. 

 Dr. Fraser Cameron said that at the beginning he was a bit skeptical about the ASEAN-
EU summit. However, he said that the last two summits were getting better and it is a quite 
useful format to continue. He then shared his opinions on similar summits that established the 
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relationship between the EU and Canada as well as the US. 

 Ms. Charadine expressed her opinion that with the strategic partnership it may end up 
with endless meetings. Perhaps in the partnership and management, there should be 
commemorative summits of some sort, and then maybe every five years or ten years the leaders 
can discuss focus urgent issues. It does not have to be annually but perhaps it should be 
regularized. 

Ms. Gwen turned the questions back to the floor, and an international relations student from 
Pannasastra University (Morris) asked a question regarding the issues that EU is facing right 
now, he questioned whether the increasing divisionism in the UK will hinder the strategic 
support of the EU and increase the gap between the EU and ASEAN.  

What will be the impact of EU willingness of divisionism? 

 Dr. Fraser Cameron said that the EU has a strategic and central role towards ASEAN 
and the stance will not change. And what happened with the UK will not directly affect the 
mechanism in general (ASEAN), however, the situation is considered a difficult time regarding 
the relationship between the EU and the UK. 

 Dr. Frederick stated that Brexit is not a result of European Union divisionism, rather a 
result of the lost sense of sovereignty in the UK, which may be influenced by the rise of 
populism. 

 Mr. Andrew highlighted the consequences of Brexit, on the future of ASEAN-EU 
partnership by giving some statistical facts; one of them is that from all ASEAN citizens living 
in Europe in 2015, 40.4% are living in the UK. Moreover, from all European citizens residing in 
ASEAN member states, 66% are from the UK. Also, regarding the destination of education in 
Europe for ASEAN citizens, 69% of ASEAN students are studying in the UK. Therefore, the facts 
show the influence of the United Kingdom within the relationship between the two regions. Mr. 
Andrew then continued to the security aspect, in which he gave facts that there is a significant 
presence of the British army’s footprints in Southeast Asia. 

David asked the next question on the discourse of the official development assistance (ODA) to 
Southeast Asia, between opting expertise and focusing on giving the money. 

 Dr. Fraser Cameron said that he prefers to allocate money for girl’s education. He 
pointed out that many studies show that the education of girls is the most effective way that you 
can actually carry out increasing development. 

 Ms. Charadine said that she was unsure of the perspective on just focusing on giving 
the money to developing countries. Meanwhile, when solely focusing on expertise, to carry out 
the expertise and implement the subsequent initiatives from the activity there is a need for the 
money. 

 Dr. Frederick thought that both are needed, the expertise and money. And related to the 
EU and ASEAN, the ASEAN Secretariat gets a budget of $200 million from the EU, and it is able 
to address various aspects, including economic integration. 
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 Mr. Andrew said that there is a widespread assumption that if you give money the 
results will be trickled down to the people who can decide what is good for society. There is also 
another approach that considers when it comes to the ODA, it will be preferred to introduce the 
small government that works efficiently but might link it up to globalization. But in the context 
of Southeast Asia, it might be not the case. There is also an important issue on the capacity of 
the government to deliver the ODA to other parts within the country that might be influenced 
by the quality of bureaucracies, infrastructures, transportations, et cetera. 
The last question was from H.E Pou Sothirak on the uncertainty of the region that is led by the 
rise of China, as well as the friction between the US and China.  

The question is, in which qualification could the EU join in the East Asian Summit? 
Considering that this is a good platform to discuss this concern.  

 Ms. Charadine pointed out that the security issue is a very critical and sensitive point in 
Asian and Southeast Asia. What would happen if the EU jumped in as partner and external actor 
that might engage in the issues, there would be security issues about what areas they can 
explore? Regardless, there is a need for immediate partnership action, as many other external 
actors have already played in this area. 

 Mr. Andrew said that the East Asian Summit would become the main platform for the 
operationalization of the ASEAN outlook in the indo-pacific. He also explained that there are 
some minor voices that ASEAN regional forum should also be the main forum as there is already 
some specific and technical cooperation in security aspects. But one important thing is that the 
EU shall look at the main agenda of the ASEAN outlook in the Indo-pacific. First, there is an 
agenda on maritime security, and the second there is agenda on sustainability. The second 
agenda (sustainability) is important as it might backfire into the Palm Oil situation. Whether 
they agree or not that Palm Oil could be improved from dangerous kinds of 
agricultural/plantation practices to more sustainable practices.  

 Dr. Fredrick expressed the importance of EAS. He expressed what makes EAS special, 
is that it has a very limited membership (18 members). Moreover, it includes all-important states 
in the region with the leader states as the one that represents on the forum. 
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achieve in the comprehensive partnership or normal partnership. She viewed that in a normal 
partnership; the engagement was based on mutual benefits and mutual interests, like the 
economic partnership. However, the strategic partnership was forged between equal partners, 
which did not contribute only to the mutual benefits, but could have broader strategic 
landscape. Positively, the strategic partnership could bring global peace and stability, rules-
based order, and a double down on multilateralism to protect the rules-based order. Negatively, 
this kind of partnership would contain a rising power.  

The second question was about the reasons of why ASEAN and the EU could engage 
strategically with each other. ASEAN and the EU could engage with each other strategically due 
to some reasons. First, these two regional organizations were born out of peace and the 
determination to contribute peace and stability to the respective regions despite their own 
problems and challenges. Second, the increasing economic protectionism and nationalism could 
bring ASEAN and the EU to work together to maintain a multilateral trading order. Third, both 
regional organizations could learn from each other to navigate the rising tension and rivalry 
between China and the US. Additionally, the increase of risk from non-traditional issues that 
affect humanity, which she interpreted as “real security” issues. She recommended that both 
needed to be at the forefront of strengthening the regional governance and building bridges 
across regions. Instead of accepting the multipolar world-based power and sphere of influence, 
both should double down on multilateral based rules, norms and interests. Instead of relying on 
the hegemonic leadership provided by the US, there should be a system of inclusiveness, and a 
new model of leadership, which should be issue-based leadership.  

The third question was on how to move the relations between ASEAN and the EU from strategic 
intent to pragmatic or concrete actions. ASEAN and the EU needed to strengthen their own 
internal unity first. She drew some confronting challenges of these two organizations. For the 
EU, there has been increasing divergence, which made the EU unable to make a quick consensus 
among the institution. Whereas ASEAN has only a loosely joint political declaration, but have 
no common actions. The EU needs to be more flexible and pragmatic and ASEAN needs to 
become more institutionalized and more integrated. Both organisations need to be coherent, 
cohesive, more agile, and engage more proactively with each other and other important 
partners.  

Lastly, Dr. Yeo suggested two areas that ASEAN and the EU could start in strategic engagement. 
The first is the buzzword, “connectivity”, we have already stopped using the word 
“globalisation”, and it has reached a stage where the word cannot be used because it held many 
loose interpretations and links to state issues. The two organisations need to engage with 
different levels of state-to-state engagement, inter-regional engagement, and multilateral 
institutions engagement. Secondly, both ASEAN and the EU should consider making rules and 
regulations for new emerging issues, such as digital economy, AI, etc.  She ended her speech by 
asking how do we bring these two organizations together to make rules. 

Dr. Aries A. Arugay, Research Fellow of Asia Pathways to Progress, the Philippines, was the 
last speaker in this panel. He laid out the possibility of cooperation between ASEAN and the EU 
and called for sobriety in the relationship to achieve a more natural nature. He stated that the 
forming of partnership is more aspirational than empirical. There is no automaticity of 
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partnership, but it was the product of hard work and consistency of engagement. The 
pragmatism of engaging between the EU and ASEAN should not be construed and patronizing 
ASEAN with the EU’s value of Democracy and Human Rights. Criticism on those values led to 
reactionary backlash from some of the ASEAN governments. Dr. Arugay raised the current 
Philippines’ government as a case study.  

He also stressed on the cooperation areas between ASEAN and the EU. ASEAN and the EU 
needed to work together to reform international institutions, global regime, international laws, 
and shared norms in order to enhance and improve the international orders. He stressed that 
these organizations must be truly institutionalized to be involved in larger contexts beyond the 
respective regions. Looking at the EU, populism has become a great equalizer between the youth 
and older communities and has been a concept peddled in recent politics. However, considering 
this, totalitarianism has remained popular. There is a key point both regional organisations are 
missing, which is causing problems with their structures of democracy.  

Other than that, security was also the potential area for both regional organizations to cooperate. 
However, it required ASEAN to amend its own Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC). Before 
ending his remarks, he added that the engagement with ASEAN had grown beyond 10 
member’s government leadership, but with other stakeholders as well.  

Questions & Answers 

In the Q&A session, Ms. Pich Charadine asked the Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee on the view about the EU 
consideration on ASEAN as one, despite that it is a combination of the 10 member states. She 
directed a second question to Dr. Chheang on how ASEAN could navigate around the power 
competition and how external actors, like the EU fill the gaps to stabilize the regional 
architecture.  

 Dr. Yeo responded that the EU needed to deal with ASEAN in different level rather than 
strict inter-regional approach.  

 Dr. Chheang viewed that it was very challenging. He proposed to give more power to 
other rising powers and middle powers, like India, South Korea, Japan, Australia, Indonesia, 
perhaps Vietnam. Moreover, collective hedging strategy and collective position were needed to 
stand up against major powers, the coalition of small states. Dr. Yeo suggested that there should 
be proactive engagement between regions and regions. Both EU and ASEAN have let US and 
China dominate the path but have forgotten that there is 68% on the other side. There needs to 
be more engagement with this knowledge, that the world is not only China and the US. She 
ended joking that one solution would be to build a wall around the US and see how they 
handled themselves.   

There was a comment stated that ASEAN was so diverse and very polarized. The participant 
asked on how this institution could further engage with the EU. Dr. Yeo acknowledged that 
creating more rooms of cooperative areas could boost the relations between ASEAN and the EU. 
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One participant stated that there should be two-way stream regarding the engagement between 
ASEAN and the EU. He then asked Dr. Chheang Vannarith and Dr. Aries A. Arugay on how 
to make ASEAN internally, essentially, externally more relevance to the EU.  

 Dr. Aries agreed with the comment. ASEAN needed invest in institutionalizing itself. 
More than that, the ASEAN-Way should be respected, but at the same time it should be revisited 
and redefined. 

 Dr. Vannarith responded that there was missing link of the domestic politics and sub-
regional mechanism to the regional and global context. He added that ASEAN provided only 
aspiration and vision, but sometimes sub-regional mechanism, like the Mekong mechanisms 
implemented more efficiently. Moreover, he suggested connecting Mekong region with the 
Danube region in Europe.   

Monk, Som Sung Penh from the University of Pannissatra, asked: how can ASEAN contribute 
to be successful in multilateralism? 

 Dr. Yeo responded that intergovernmental is a step towards multilateralism. As long as 
the organizations still emphasize non-interference and work well with the constraint, there will 
be a way forward.  

A member from KAS asking: why do small countries want to collaborate against big powers? 
What is the purpose?  

 Dr. Vannarith stated that it was not to fight against these big powers, but figuring out 
how to navigate through the power to protect them. It is a challenge for small countries to 
achieve their development goals in rules-based order, so they need to be smart on how to make 
their destiny.  

Dr. Felix Heidux added, saying that one could argue that ASEAN is almost exclusively focused 
on China and the US and has not considered any real partnerships with anyone else. For more 
coherent action, what does ASEAN need to do to be even more relevant to the EU? 

 Dr. Arugay responded that there is humility in listening. As regional organizations move 
forward, cooperation becomes a two-way street. There is also a possibility that these powers are 
not going to be towed along, as powers can be diminished. ASEAN does however need a reality 
check, the organization and leaders need to understand that just because it has been created, is 
non-threatening and continues to exist, does not mean it will automatically attract people. There 
needs to be an assessment of ASEAN’s convening power, and what benefits may stop and 
continue on. Some people say that ASEAN can do away with the EU and the EU can do away 
with ASEAN. However, it should also be considered that EU has other parts of the world they 
are interested in and if their attention is divided what cost does that incur to ASEAN.  
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South Korea have projected a lot of initiatives. 

He mentioned areas that the EU is more advantageous than others, regarding coordination. He 
continued that the tension between the US and China load too much pressure on ASEAN. Yet, 
the EU could play as a key player as it has been doing separately with ASEAN member states, 
assisting on cooperation and support. 

Dr. Tran Viet Thai, Deputy Director General Institute for Foreign Policy and Strategic Studies, 
Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam (DAV), began by demonstrating his outline that comprises of 
the historical development of the relations between ASEAN and the EU and how it reflects the 
future. Dr. Tran emphasized that the EU and ASEAN relations (started in 1972), is one of the 
oldest dialogues of ASEAN. It does benefit to be an old friend to Cambodia and Vietnam since 
mostly the EU focuses on economic, trade, and development. Yet, regarding security 
engagement, Dr. Tran concluded that the EU is far behind than any other dialogue partner. He 
continued that this is because both ASEAN and EU are not designed for defense purposes like 
NATO. And there are a lot of internal limits on both sides. 

Moreover, as he tried to see the prospect of ASEAN – EU, he claimed that in order to predict the 
future we have to look at the current progress. For ASEAN, there is a huge transformation in its 
member states as most countries are having rapid economic growth. On the EU side, there is the 
case of Brexit and the rise of populism. In addition to that, he also mentioned the external case 
of protectionism and nationalism that happen at the other corners of the world, which does 
threaten the prospect of multilateralism.  

Lastly, Dr. Tran noted that in order to be considered an effective strategic cooperation, the EU 
and ASEAN need to enhance the UN Charter, uphold the rule-based system in trading 
capabilities, develop capacity building (Maritime + Cyber) and support the EU in the ASEAN 
led mechanism on ASEAN Centrality.  

Finally, Dr. Tran shared his Vietnamese experiences over constructive criticism on human rights 
issues, which they found is very important for improvement and development.  

Dr. Frédéric Grare, Chargé de mission in charge of the Indian Ocean Center for Analysis, 
Planning and Strategy Ministry of Foreign Affairs, France, stressed that his outline is about the 
mid-term perspective approach toward multilateralism. He insisted that multilateralism is the 
mechanism that protects the small or weaker states. Concerning the relations of ASEAN – EU, 
there is an extension of ties between the two regions and rapid growth on the financial, political 
and cultural fronts. Numerous technical and biannual ministerial meetings have enhanced 
dialogue between the two regions.  

In the past, much of the relations between Europe and South-East Asia have centred on 
Southeast Asia, but the direction of collaboration has shifted to strategic interest in which the 
two sides address regional and international topics, and eventually concentrate on non-
traditional challenges and help for regional integration. 
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Dr. Grare mentioned the cooperation where the EU provided legal expertise training to ASEAN 
counterparts. He discussed about the joint cooperation of EU and ASEAN in the EEZ, under the 
maritime security cooperation. He also suggested that there should be an EU – ASEAN Center 
to have a better engagement between both regions physically.  

Questions and Answers 

Gwen Robinson asked, what would be the future of the EU – ASEAN relations? 

 After all the panellists answered, there was a similar theme of response. The panellists 
thought there seemed to be three key questions that have not been resolved in the prospect of 
the EU-ASEAN ties. How long is ASEAN moving towards closer integration and how quickly? 
Second, is the EU-ASEAN FTA going to conclude? and, if so, how significant is it going to be? 
Thirdly, is the question of whether the EU should step closer and try to understand more of 
ASEAN integration history, coupled with an ASEAN desire to be more involved in influencing 
globalization legislation in view of the obvious benefits for the transparent and market-oriented 
South East Asian countries. 

Another participant asked does the EU or France have their own Indo Pacific Policy/Strategy? 

 Dr. Grare quickly responded that there is no Indo Pacific Policy for EU or France. In any 
case, they would instil their own norm into that policy. 

The last question of the day was directed to Dr. Tran, “what are the experiences of Vietnam 
regarding the issues of dealing with human rights concerns with the EU?” 

 Dr. Tran responded that constructive criticism is good because it leads to improvement. 
However, on some level, Vietnam calls for the EU to understand about Vietnam’s condition 
since they lack financials and capacity in implementing some sort of agenda or program.  
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He also mentioned the development gap between ASEAN member states (CLMV). Since 1992, 
the region has changed a lot after the end of the Cold War, it can be seen that the process of 
regionalism has changed a lot as it moves forward. He additionally raised the point about 
ASEAN’s rich and poor development gap, however it was an achievement that the countries 
have been continuously adapting to reach the development goal.  

He added on the emergence of two regional frameworks about the Mekong, but there is an issue 
of how ASEAN can come together, talk together and move together like the EU. Now that both 
regions have been trying to upgrade their partnership to a strategic level on non-traditional 
security issues such as trade and non-proliferation, ASEAN plays an important role in 
encountering these issues. ASEAN has to narrow the gaps within ASEAN, maritime and 
mainland ASEAN.  

He mentioned that one of the most important issues is about how ASEAN and the EU could 
bridge the gap for further cooperation. He further questioned how international cooperation can 
be promoted with relevant partners including the EU. He acknowledges that the EU has done a 
lot to cooperate under ASEAN framework. He believes that it is true that the EU and ASEAN 
both have their own challenges, but regardless of the challenges, the two regions should do their 
best in promoting the relationships between each other, on the governments and the academic 
level (think-tanks) as well.  

Dr. Eva Pejsova, Senior Analyst, French Foundation of Strategic Research (FRS), mentioned 
about her previous meeting on the first EU-China dialogue, where she heard some criticisms 
about the EU intervention in the South China Sea. The EU was reminded of its strong economic 
ties and interests with China and the region, so the EU should stay as far as possible from the 
regional politics and security. The new reality is a world where the traditional comforting 
separation between economy and security is no longer respected.  

The impact of the current US and China trade tension goes way beyond trade and beyond their 
bilateral relations. This new popularity of the multidimensional deterrent that China has been 
using with the US means that any disagreement in any field could be retaliated by means 
whether it is through cyber security or any pressure and it goes beyond the bilateral tension 
because it takes place in these proxy area: South-East Asia, Europe, North-East Asia and in any 
area which it could harm the interest of the other side. She continued that the world today is 
increasingly divided especially with the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept. However, the 
Indo-pacific was originally created to promote inclusive regional architecture, connectivity 
prosperity, and cooperation. But when talking about the Indo-Pacific space today it has quickly 
shifted to the debate of the new world order, the new type of great world political rivalry and 
the countries in the middle trapped by power rivalry.  

The dynamic is extremely dangerous to security, which could end in similar Cold War 
circumstances, but it is easy to predict and it is unsustainable. The reasons why Dr. Pejsova, 
believes that it is unsustainable, is because firstly, it neglects the achievements of the roles of 
other regional and global players to play their roles including the EU and ASEAN. Secondly, it 
is unsustainable because it undermines the multilateral security and uncooperative structure of 
the region when the world has two bilateral rivals that kidnaps all the issues and all those 
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multilateral forms. It is also dangerous because it prevents the tackling of global challenges, such 
as climate change or any progress legitimation that could only be achieved with corporate 
partners including the US and China.  

She mentioned that rather than navigating those divides, the EU and ASEAN should bridge 
those divided, through cooperation. This is the right time for the middle power diplomacy. The 
middle power here refers to a type of foreign policy of those who are in the middle. The one that 
steps up to defend rule base, global order, multilateralism, and is the mediator to everyone. 
Lastly, she acknowledged that it is really challenging because it is also happening in Europe, 
where there are issues where you need to choose sides but they do not want to so they do not 
know what to do.  Connectivity is the low hanging fruit on the golden platter as the EU has just 
recently signed a partnership with Japan on sustainable connectivity and the EU also has many 
connectivity platforms active around the world as well.  

Mr. Kavi Chongkittavorn, Senior Research Fellow, ISIS Thailand. Columnist, Bangkok Post, 
picked up two points: First, he is really glad that the ASEAN and EU relations has gotten stuck. 
Why? Because it stops the Europeanization of ASEAN. Second, he believes that it is the right 
time for Cambodia to become the game changer, regarding the EU’s attitude toward ASEAN 
the EU. ASEAN-EU relations have been suffering for the past 74 years. He questioned that how 
can a region that has given the most aid to the ASEAN region, not been recognized as a strategic 
partner with ASEAN? New Zealand has been recognized as ASEAN strategic partner in 2008. 
We are ignoring $550 million from Europe as a strategic partner.  

He believes that the problem could be solved easily by looking into the real products. The EU 
always wanted to Europeanize ASEAN, as it has done so with African Union, but ASEAN has 
its own characters. He mentioned that around 20 years ago, when the EU and ASEAN relations 
were separated it was because the EU thought that ASEAN supported Myanmar. However, 
ASEAN said that this is the issue of ASEAN, so let the ASEAN ways deal with it. Since then, it 
has been a long process for the EU to understand ASEAN as its core relations and has been held 
hostage by a single issue (the issue of Myanmar). He also expects that both sides will have a 
different attitude and walk out of their comfort zone. ASEAN-EU relations was at its lowest 
point in 2013. He expected that from now on the ASEAN and EU relation will be more realistic, 
not based on the perception of certain European countries. 

He also talked about the EU’s champion, with the example of the UK and France, in relation to 
African countries. They should try to deal with the region as a whole when there is certain 
problem. ASEAN and the EU found comfort in talking about cooperation on the environment 
and climate change. They pulled out of the US form tariff accord, it allowed ASEAN-EU to act 
openly with each other and they managed to sign a joint statement in the Philippines; both 
regions should continue this type of discourse. However, ASEAN still has the perception that 
ASEAN needs the EU to help with capacity building in encountering climate change. He 
addressed the speech of Dr. Pejsova, that it is time the EU should improve their relationship, not 
because of the rise of China, the US or India, but it is the time that both regions come to a new 
stage of the relationship. In order to promote ASEAN-EU security- strategic partnership we 
should overcome with the issues mentioned above. Additionally, it is important for the EU to 
have a seat in EAS as well. 
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Dr. Felix Heidux, Senior Associate, German Institute for International and Security Affair, 
raised several points regarding traditional and non-traditional issues. The regional 
organizations are forming the back-bone of multilateralism and collective security, which 
therefore prevents further conflict from happening within the respective regions. Thus, the US 
and China could also join the region for collective security as well. We are facing choices which 
are either going to China or the US. It is a massive challenge to regional organization, to the EU 
and ASEAN. So far when talking about regional security, especially when talking about regional 
integration it is driven by an external hegemon. But now, there is no hegemon, no one can force 
member states or regional organizations to choose side. Therefore, currently, it can be seen that 
more ad-hoc cooperation, sub-regional levels and an increasing tendency to go for the pursuit 
multilateralism. There is an increasing tendency for the EU and ASEAN to form coalition and a 
transnational government at different level.  

He also stated that it can be seen that the countries now have a tendency to work in smaller 
groups. He assumed that in the future, the EU-ASEAN cooperation will become increasingly 
important in the security area and we will also see the diminishing role of the EU and ASEAN 
but increasing cooperation of the member states within the region. He added that the navigation 
of the ASEAN and EU is observable and stunning to keep.  

Questions and Answers 

Instigator Dr. David Koh kicked off the Q&A session by asking three questions direct to the 
whole panel.  

 How does multilateralism impact ASEAN and its economic integration? Will it be 
difficult for the ASEAN countries to trade with the US? 

 Is it right to ask the EU if it could play a role in the further economic integration to 
ASEAN? Should this be something that ASEAN could be done independently to cooperate with 
the EU? 

 China is playing a large role in the investment of ASEAN, therefore if ASEAN moves 
closer to the EU, what would China think about this? 

Followed by participants asking. 

 What is the conflict zone of ASEAN and the conflict zone between the EU and ASEAN? 
 Realistically, what should ASEAN and the EU do to improve the relationship? 
 What would be the lesson learned from the EU to ASEAN? 
 How could the relations between the ASEAN and the EU increase and how can ASEAN 

attract FDI from the EU? 

Ambassador Sun Soun 

ASEAN has to strengthen its role in delivering the improvement of ASEAN-EU trade but since 
ASEAN has a limited capacity, ASEAN cannot work alone in doing so, therefore it certainly 
needs the EU. The Mekong regions’ growth is the linkage between mainland ASEAN and 
maritime ASEAN, and it will be the flashing point in the future along with South China Sea. 
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This is what ASEAN could learn from the EU, in the area of connectivity within ASEAN. He 
believed that the question of why the EU had not become a strategic partner with the EU was a 
very broad question that needed a very big discussion. Institutionalization is one of the 
challenging pursuits of EU-ASEAN strategic partnership. The development gaps are also 
another reason that keeps ASEAN from going further in cooperating with the EU. 

Dr. Eva Pejsova 

Minilateralism is a very smart way of tackling the issues in which they could find the approach 
in dealing with concrete issues. That could perhaps also be the way that could shield the EU-
ASEAN relations. Somehow, the relationship between the EU and ASEAN are seen only 
through the institution but if it is looked at a lower level we could see more work on smaller 
projects that could stretch out to a better cooperation.  

Dr. Felix Heidux 

He believes that the peak of globalization had already been reached and now the rise of regional 
trade is being focused on. People are looking more into the intra-regional trade. From the EU’s 
experience, to solve the problem of development gaps was based purely on market policy. The 
purely market based approach, however had a limited capacity in narrowing the gaps, therefore 
you have to move beyond market integrations to a more inter-regional cooperation. 

Mr. Kavi Chongkittavorn 

It is time for ASEAN to rise and they have to bridge any parties regardless of being a super 
power country, middle power country, so on and so forth. In order for ASEAN and the EU to 
move away from their comfort zone, they have to take off their shoes. ASEAN comfort zone is 
non-interference and the EU’s comfort zones are its norms and values. He also raised an example 
of Thailand and the EU relations with IUU as well. Additionally, he stated, that the process of 
the EU europeanizing ASEAN is now reversing. Germany was the first country to sign the treaty 
of amity in South-East Asia and the treaty of amity is slowly getting other EU member states to 
join them. This is what he called, Aseanization. 

SESSION V: OPEN AND FREE DISCUSSION 

H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak, Executive Director, the Cambodian Institute for Cooperation 
and Peace (CICP), started the session by thanking Mr. Cibor for helping him instigate this 
session and the cooperation from the EU office. The session was designed to capture 
recommendations from instigators and speakers. He asked for concrete suggestions that focused 
on navigating the divide, bridging the gap, deepening cooperations. The recommendations 
should assess the relationship between the ASEAN and EU, the ASEAN view of EU, the EU 
view of ASEAN, and finally how can the EU and ASEAN work together to tackle regional and 
international challenges. 



- 49 -



- 50 -

RECOMMENDATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

H.E. Dr. Sok Siphana, there is a need to deepening the connections between ASEAN and the 
EU. To achieve this, the organizations first need to have an understanding of the complexity on 
both sides. The platform should be simple, yet flexible to adhere to the individualistic traits and 
the commonality of the organisations and its member-states. This has been successful in the 
instance of the climate change agreement and the Paris peace agreement. From drawing on the 
commonality, common prosperity, and energy needs, it should also be suggested for a 
comprehensive framework for natural resources. Natural resource is often the root cause for 
conflict, and this is the consequence of bad non-traditional security frameworks. 

The organisations should digitalize their cooperation. The overall institutional and economic 
cooperation purpose is to enhance governance and promote neutral accountability and trust. A 
digitalisation with increase transparency and the spread of knowledge of the cooperation and 
partnerships. 

The organisation needs to build long-term trust and confidence within each other to have a 
successful relationship. This can be done through frequent dialogue, forums, and even new and 
changing forms of communication.  

A platform to exchange experience, to understand the best practices or rules-based system, and 
to have a consolidation of cooperation and economic development. This platform can sort the 
issues from multiple dimensions 

Dr. Felix Heidux, there is a perception that ASEAN actors see EBA on one side and power on 
the other. So, it is important to use the next ASEAN-EU summit to have a meeting of the 
perspective conflicting parties of the sidelines. And then put those issues on the front table, not 
in the background. They need to be very clear and avoid signalling issues and bring in a neutral 
third-party moderator. That way you can learn how to better manage the issues and there is not 
a repeat of a single-issue debate during the ASEAN-EU summit.  

Mr. Cibor responded that the reason why this has not happened before is because the EU 
wanted to avoid “ASEANIZING” issues. For example, we are trying to resolve the palm oil 
issue, but the EU agreed there is fundamental danger in bringing bilateral issues to the front 
table. However, what the EU has done is this November there is going to be the first working 
group of palm oil, grouping together, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Columbia. We are trying to keep 
it separate from the EU-ASEAN track, to not create points of confusion between what are 
ASEAN issues and what are bilateral issues. Mr. Cibor then referred back to the “glitches” 
mentioned throughout the conference. He stated there will always be glitches in the process, but 
we need to be aware of how many of these glitches there are and that we cannot eliminate all of 
them. 

Amb. Sothirak agreed with Mr. Cibor, stating that there are certain issues where the EU can 
mitigate the gap of partner issues. The ultimate goal is to solve this bridge, but if you put the 
problem in the public domain, a common circumstance is the big-headedness of the parties 
involved. There needs to be a level of respect to each channel as they solve these issues.  
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Ms. Gwen Robinson, ASEAN and the EU should have more pragmatist approach when looking 
at easier issues (non-controversial), like climate change, sustainability. They do not cross over 
the big lines of ASEAN non-interference or EU norms and standards. We should focus on these 
easy issues to find solutions that are achievable. This conference has heavily leaned on the side 
of what EU can do for ASEAN, but in terms of education, ASEAN can have a strong contribution 
in connectivity. In a previous meeting a suggestion was made to focus on education, through 
special-visa or subsidy programs, to offer EU students to come study in ASEAN member-states 
for one year. A two-way initiative focused on EU students, is highly achievable by ASEAN 
members coming together and agreeing on a common program. 

Dr. Fraser Cameron, He thinks that the officials and other stakeholders don’t seem to 
understand this, because this links to the construction of trust. Additionally, a better 
understanding of the EU from the right sources. The EU’s image has publicly suffered the last 
two years, but this has been reported throughout Asia from a British lense. The majority of 
coverage comes from London, which thus makes the perception of EU errogenized. This is one 
part of a misconception of how the EU functions. Unlike ASEAN, the EU has to go through their 
Parliament. A further understanding of how the decision-making process differs between 
ASEAN and EU can deepen the understanding of the actions of each organisation. 

Amb. Sothirak agreed that the dissemination of how EU operates is lacking, he suggested 
developing a booklet on the decision-making process for the EU in ASEAN languages.  

A previous speaker brought up the notion that the two organisations have a lot of meetings and 
summits to attend, but the question is, do these events provide successful outcomes? 
Considering the busy schedules of each stakeholder attending numerous international summits 
every year, perhaps a video conference in every three months should be set up between the 
President of the Commission, President of the Councils and the Chair of ASEAN to discuss the 
points of the upcoming meeting. This continuous and more personal forum can build that trust 
between the two organizations on another level.  

A lot more can be done by the EU and ASEAN. The two regions could reach out to universities. 
Often the type of information that is sent out is insufficient. The organizations can improve the 
dissemination of information about what is available. There is no ASEAN presence in the EU 
(even with the country ambassadors in EU). They can show the vital importance of this 
partnership through national efforts, by making youth more engaged in this relationship as well. 

There needs to be a debate about sustainability and cities. ASEAN and EU cities should link up 
together and find common problems and solutions. 

Dr. David Koh, from the perspective of the states, the most concerning issues that ASEAN has 
is the state and regional security. The EU can help ASEAN with their expertise on making sure 
there is no overturning regime and also finding the correct position for sovereignty. The EU has 
had success with this for many years.  

Mr. Cibor responded that regime change is something that is not in the bylaws of the EU. It is 
not something in EU’s history nor will it be in the future. Any military intervening is done to 
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stabilise a country, not to concur or destabilize. Our approach has always been to promote our 
values, but in some cases, some countries don’t like that bilaterally.  

Dr. Eva Pejsova, according to Dr. Eva, the EU should embrace the Indo-Pacific as a concept. 
Previously the way it has been packaged hasn’t suited EU’s interest. However, now it is more 
structured and backed by ASEAN. Indo-Pacific is a geographical fact; it is a concept that focuses 
on functional issues, such as connectivity and cooperation. It is a platform where we can push a 
lot of the issues we have discussed in this conference and it will also be an essential content 
playing field.  

Another aspect is to improve the disability, as a practical contribution is to get to the local level. 
The partnership should go to cities and exploit the existing partnerships each state has in its 
provinces, sister-cities, and educational ties. Anything from ASEAN food fair or even waste 
management events can be a shared experience between local actors that forms lasting and 
tangible relationships. 

Ambassador Pou Sothirak ended the session by posing three questions to the audience and 
asked them to raise their hand in response. Firstly, the majority of the room agreed that ASEAN 
should elevated EU as a strategic partner. And secondly, the room agreed that ASEAN should 
include EU as a member of EAS.  

CLOSING SESSION 

H.E. Ambassador Pou Sothirak, Executive Director, the Cambodian Institute for Cooperation 
and Peace (CICP), started his closing statements by stating that the conference achieved the 
purpose CICP and KAS set out. Firstly, the conference set out how to navigate the division 
between EU and ASEAN and throughout the sessions we have critiqued and made 
recommendations.  In the open discussion, the conference was able to cover a lot of different 
areas of the partnership. 

Throughout the conference Amb. Pou Sothirak noted important trends and highlights in the 
discussions and dialogue.  

 There is a need to address the 5% glitch. It is important to know how these organizations 
should proceed because it requires immense diplomatic skill.  At the same time the 95% of the 
success of ASEAN-EU cooperation should be highlighted. EU has had a sincerity and 
commitment to ASEAN that has lasted 40 years, and there is something in that cooperation, 
partnership and strategy that has remained successful. 

 There is an opportunity to move forward in the ASEAN-EU cooperation. This conference 
has affirmed that both organizations need each other. For this to continue to work, the trust 
issues need to be addressed. Amb. Sothirak still felt after all these years; ASEAN and EU still 
don’t understand each other well. Therefore, to achieve what they want from each other, the 
trust needs to grow.  
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 There needs to be a deep look into bilateral, regional, global aspects of their cooperations, 
because they interlinked. Actions of the EU cannot be decoupled when regarding a single 
member-state.  

 He recollected Dr. Pejsova’s point on middle power diplomacy. ASEAN and EU should 
refocus strategically, not so much on politics but also in non-traditional security, the “lower 
hanging fruit”. Cooperation should start with easy things, that way you can quickly agree on 
these matters and start building a relationship.  

Ambassador Pou Sothirak ended his closing remarks by stating the “take-away” he wanted 
participants to continue to dwell on.  

 ASEAN-EU must narrow down the gap of understanding and focus on strategic trust. 
This is what makes the foundation of a good partnership. Additionally, when creating this trust, 
not to forget the public sector. The EU needs to be particularly mindful of this.  

 ASEAN-EU must face squarely on the new context of the new power rising. This not 
only means a potential hegemon, but the middle power rising as well (Japan-Korea, Taiwan 
Strait). If the organisations want to elevate the ASEAN-EU to the next level, they need to have 
wide-ranging and comprehensible outlook.  

 Pay attention to small things, like the glitches and at the same time giving credit to the 
95% success. It is important to continue to work together to make sure the 5% glitch doesn’t 
overpower the 95%.  

 Both sides need to agree that we need to look for a better way to look at the ASEAN-EU 
relationship. This conference is setting the stage for the next ASEAN-EU summit. 

Amb. Pou Sothirak and Mr. Lucas Cibor then closed the conference by thanking the support of 
their respective teams, the participants, and speakers. And lastly added, that this conference and 
been extremely fruitful and successful recommendations would build the foundation for the 
next ASEAN-EU conference and future dialogues.  
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I would also like to recognize the presence of H.E. Dr. Sok Siphana, High Representative of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation of Cambodia who will deliver a 
keynote address shortly setting tone for this important conference. 

Please allow me to say a few words about the special relationship that ASEAN maintains with 
the European Union.  
The EU, then known as the European Economic Community, became ASEAN's first dialogue 
partner in 1972 and established formal dialogue relations beginning in 1977. Since that time 
relations between the two regions have progressively strengthened and continue to expand 
today.  

It has been over four decades since the start of formal ASEAN and EU relations and this 
multifaceted relation has grown to include a wide variety of ranging from development to 
economics, trade and investment, aid, climate change, and political and cultural affairs. Since 
2012, there has been an increase in high-level bilateral visits as well as the initiation and 
completion of various agreements between the EU and ASEAN member countries. In recent 
times, both sides have agreed to explore the resumption of negotiations of the ASEAN-EU Free 
Trade Agreement. Moreover, both sides are also keen to enhance cooperation in other areas - 
including counterterrorism and countering violent extremism, cybersecurity, climate change 
and sustainable development. 

When ASEAN and EU Leaders meet, they discuss regional and international developments of 
mutual concern, and have regularly reiterated their shared interest and commitment to 
upholding multilateralism and the international trading system. Both sides have shown 
themselves to be committed to strengthening ASEAN-EU cooperation across all areas and in 
cooperating to resolve shared global challenges in order to better contribute to efforts to 
maintain peace and prosperity. 

Recently there has been renewed optimism that the two sides would upgrade their relations. At 
the ASAEN-EU Foreign Ministers Meeting in Brussels on 21 January this year, EU Foreign Policy 
Chief Federica Mogherini stated that “We agreed to upgrade our relation to a strategic 
partnership. It is a recognition of the strategic partnership we already have in many fields. We 
are sending an important signal that the two most advanced and most successful integration 
processes in the world stand firmly behind multilateralism and a rule-based global order”. 

While there is a great deal of evidence to support the view that the future prospects for ASEAN-
EU relations are moving forward steadfastly and that the relationship will deepen to reflect the 
relevance of the two institutions in the context of regional and global security and political 
structures, there also exists ongoing challenges that stand in the way of the deepening of this 
vital relationship. These impediments could ultimately hold back these two, successful blocs 
from ultimately appreciating one another as important and reliable partners that are able to 
shape and to influence the future path of global political and economic development. The 
primary constrains appears to be that, even after 40 years of engagement, ASEAN and the EU 
still do not fully grasp each side’s respective goals and how best to cooperate in order to achieve 
them.  
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It is in this context that this conference has been organized in order to allow for an exchange of 
views and to discuss salient issues that could hold back the potential of the ASEAN – EU 
partnership.  

During the opening session, after my welcome remarks, we will be honored to hear statements 
from the distinguished representative of KAS and the EU respectively. Subsequently, we 
welcome the High Representatives of H.E. Prak Sokhonn, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation of Cambodia to the floor to deliver the Keynote 
Address. Remarks made during this opening session will set the tone for the next day and a half 
of this conference. 

The five interactive sessions will feature in-depth debate among a diverse group of experts and 
participants as the conference explores more deeply the various aspects of the partnership 
between ASEAN and the EU.  

These sessions are designed to act as a reality check as to the state of the affairs of ASEAN-EU 
relations. Session one pays particular attention to the future outlook for this relationship. The 
second session will discuss in the relationship in a broader context and seeks to identify the 
main scope of cooperation from the perspective of ASEAN member states. In session three, 
panelists will explore new mechanisms for deepening and broadening the ASEAN-EU 
relationship. Session four will examine shifts in contemporary geopolitics and deliberate on 
issues surrounding economic integration, the development of the ASEAN economic 
community, and climate change. The final session has been reserved for open, roundtable 
discussion to provide an opportunity to draw out the potential policy recommendations 
deriving from this event. 

The ultimate aim of this conference is to uncover a better sense of direction as to where we go 
from here in ASEAN – EU Relations, how can ASEAN make itself more relevant to the EU and 
how the EU can create new opportunities for ASEAN to achieve deeper regional integration? 

After the conference, my institute, CICP intends to produce an outcome report of the conference 
encapsulating all that has been discussed as well as to produce a set of relevant policy 
recommendations. I hope that these recommendations will help to move ASEAN –EU relations 
from a broadly consultative approach to a more substantive one and to galvanize a relationship 
that is not only rich in declarations and good intentions, but also in terms of real outcomes on 
the ground. 

I would like to end my remarks by expressing once again my deep appreciation to all of our 
honored guests, particularly those who are sitting on this stage at the opening session. My 
special thanks also go to all my ASEAN and EU colleagues who serve as instigators and speakers 
at this conference. I should not fail to thank, once again, the valuable support given by KAS and 
the EU in order to bring about the realization of this important dialogue. I wish the conference 
excellent deliberation. 

Thank you very much for your kind attention! 
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as the host of the 13th Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). The summit will be one of the biggest and 
most prestigious political events in Cambodia’s contemporary history. Cambodia can portray 
itself as an open, multilateral and modern country, which is in particular important when we 
consider that the EU just partially withdrew the trade preferences for Cambodia after a decline 
in democracy under the “Everything but Arms” scheme for least developed countries. This is 
one example laying out the challenges that Asia-Europe relations face. Both continents are 
diverse in culture, political styles and socio-economic understanding, which often leads to 
differences about democratic development but also to unity in common objectives. 

There is one central aspect to European thinking and its foreign and security strategy, namely 
democracy. The European foreign policy is people-centered and structured into peace, 
prosperity and democracy. Hence the general European approach is not just based on pragmatic 
assessments, but also on idealistic aspirations as outlined in the Global Strategy for the European 
Union´s Foreign and Security Policy, which was titled: Shared Vision, Common Action: A 
Stronger Europe. This led and is still leading to tensions between the EU and Asian states.  

ASEM is an opportunity to join hands between governments aiming to overcome differences 
and develop common interests and values. It promotes diplomatic and economic relations 
through dialogue and cooperation between two of the most economically dynamic regions in 
the world and is committed to globalization and a rules-based world order. The Asia-Europe 
meeting runs contrary to current global trends of increasing nationalism, populism and 
economic protectionism as reflected in current policies of the US and China. In this challenging 
environment, the Kingdom of Cambodia hosts the summit for the first time in Phnom Penh from 
the 16th to the 17th of November 2020. The official theme of this year’s summit is “Strengthening 
Multilateralism for Shared Growth”. It deeply reflects Cambodia’s needs: Foreign markets, joint 
climate action and a strategic partnership framework with the EU for the time after development 
support. Cambodia has now the chance to become a bridge builder between Asia and Europe. 

A strongly needed platform for multilateral engagement 

ASEM was founded in 1996. It has grown in size from 26 participating governments at the first 
summit in Bangkok to nowadays 53 participating governments (including the ASEAN 
Secretariat and the EU) from Asia and Europe. The platform has developed from a pure 
diplomatic multilateral platform to a multi-level and multi-sector dialogue platform. It centers 
strong sustainable economic cooperation beyond the development assistance glance, fair and 
equal world trade, open economies and stability and security. Economically, Asia and Europe 
together represent 60% of the global GDP, 55% of global trade and 75% of global tourism. The 
main guiding principles of the inter-governmental and inter-regional platform are mutual trust, 
mutual equality, informality, emphasis on equal partnership and a dual focus on high-level and 
people-to-people connectivity. ASEM is understood as a soft institutional approach to 
cooperation that most Asian states prefer. The European Union by comparison is built on strong 
formalized institutions including binding international law that is enforced through the 
European Court of Justice. 

In a broader context, there are three main arguments why the ASEM summit plays an important 
role in the current international setting. Firstly, it is a crucial platform to deepen mutual 
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understanding and to strengthen ties between Europe and Asian countries. To this adds that the 
USA is not part of the ASEM, which could strengthen the European global leadership and 
constructive collaboration in areas like climate change, cybercrime and connectivity. Secondly, 
ASEM brings together a variety of levels from head of states to civil society activists which 
enables multi-level exchange and bounding. And thirdly, it is a commitment to a multilateral 
and rules-based world order. 

Forming challenges into prospects 

But it is not all rosy, the ASEM summit is often criticized because of its inherent deficiencies 
related to institution building and power imbalances. Due to its advanced institutions, the 
European Union is better coordinated than its Asian counterparts, which leads to power 
asymmetries. Furthermore, ASEM highly depends on the host country and the foreign minister 
and senior official’s meetings, as ASEM has no own secretariat to prepare the meetings. This 
comes with several technical, organizational and budgetary challenges on the ground, especially 
if the host country is small and unexperienced. One challenge for Cambodia will be to host the 
heads of states or heads of government, inclusive their delegations and their airplanes. Imagine 
53 head of states flying in, partly with their own government jets. Then there are budgetary 
challenges. For example, the Royal Cambodian Limousine Group had to purchase additionally 
452 luxury cars, worth $30 million USD, to drive the guests from their hotels to the summit 
location. Another task will be to organize and coordinate the summit itself, which means that 
an appropriate location has to be set up, a thematic frame polished, a sequence of speaking 
countries laid down and a final chair's statement be published summarizing the results. This is 
directly linked to the need to show deliverables and to mitigate the impression of solely being 
an expensive talk shop representing political platitudes. Additionally, the government 
organizes or at least coordinates seven side events, bringing together Asian and European 
business leaders, parliamentarians, young leaders, and journalists. 

Shaping new narratives – Cambodia the developing star? 

This summit provides Cambodia a rare opportunity to showcase its culture and economic 
achievements to a broad audience with global visibility. Cambodia presents itself as a country 
that embraces both its cultural roots, biodiversity, and its socio-economic progress. Often 
associated with the Khmer Rouge, the socialist time afterwards and the United Nations 
Transitional Authority (UNTAC), Cambodia can shape a new narrative and present itself to the 
world as an open, multilateral, competent and welcoming country to investors, business people, 
journalists and politicians. ASEM provides this platform and enables Cambodia to show its 
willingness to play a bigger role in regional and global multilateral settings. It is also one 
milestone to lay the groundwork to communicate its future development plans and go beyond 
the perception of being an aid recipient of Europe. But this depends on how the European-
Cambodian relations will develop in the next months. As the ASEM dialogue facilitator, 
Cambodia has the unique chance to live up the summit values of mutual respect and benefit in 
the lead-up, instead of risking critical media coverage and the non-attendance of European head 
of states or governments. One scenario would be, that the Cambodian government shows good 
will and steps towards genuinely reestablishing credible democratic conditions in Cambodia. 
This would be a strong sign towards the EU, its member states and citizens and goes beyond 
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factual arguments, like how many NGOs or media outlets are in Cambodia, and the criticizing 
of double standards. It would also show that Cambodia is developing its democratic model in 
combination with a market economy, as stated in its constitution. Another scenario would see 
an unresolved conflict of values and perception between the EU and Cambodia. On one hand, 
we would have the EU insisting on its analysis of the situation. On the other hand, we’d see the 
Cambodian government referring to its non-negotiable values of sovereignty and non-
interference. As Mongolia demonstrated in its own host role, the world is a village -- and, for a 
few days, Cambodia will be the village chief. That’s an important, often challenging role. It sets 
the agenda, leads the discussion, listens to participants and tries to make everyone equally 
happy. This is true multilateralism. As a bridge builder Cambodia is in the position to 
constructively shape ASEM and advocate its own strong interests for a rules-based world order 
and, the fact is, Cambodia needs this. Otherwise, bridges between Asia and Europe will become 
dilapidated and walls will continue to exist. 

Before we start, allow me to have some words about my organization, KAS. We are a German 
political think tank. We try to bring together the best researchers and the most important 
stakeholders in politics and economy, from civil society and the media sector. When I see the 
room, I must admit that we are doing this successful. Here in Phnom Penh, we have been active 
for 25 years now. We are not just working in Cambodia; we have offices in over 100 countries 
around the globe. We focus on political dialogue as well as bilateral and multilateral relations. 
In Cambodia we currently work on six different topics: foreign and security policy, youth 
empowerment, media and journalism, climate change and environmental protection, rule of 
law, and the change of economy and society in the era of digitalization. 

Today, we also have the pleasure to invite all of you to a dinner reception on the occasion of the 
visit of Professor Norbert Lammert, chairman of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. He will be here 
with us in Cambodia tonight. He is not just the chairman of KAS, but he also was the President 
of the German Parliament for 12 years, and he is one of the most inspiring politicians in 
Germany. He is famous for his sense of humor, his intellect, and his public speaking skills. So, 
you can be very excited tonight about his speech, and you will be given the opportunity for a 
Q&A session with him.  

Thank you very much to all you. I wish you all for very good conference, very good 
conversations. 

Have an inspiring day! 
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Europe has traditionally been fragmented at national level, and so our objective is to create 
economies of scale that allow European defence budgets to be used as effectively as possible.  

In short, the Europe of defence is essential for security as well as economic reasons, and will 
continue to grow as we develop our capacity to take foreign policy decisions more 
autonomously. But autonomously does not mean unilaterally. All our military and civilian 
missions have either been requested by their host countries or mandated by the United Nations. 
We see this as a way of strengthening the multilateral system through European action.  

That brings me to my next point, which is about the EU’s strong commitment to multilateralism 
as the most effective way of dealing with global and regional challenges. 

Europe supports multilateralism, because it is the best way we know to give a voice to all nations 
on our planet, to all people, and ensure that decisions are taken in the most democratic, 
transparent and inclusive manner. We, as the EU, believe that this has a fundamental value. 

For us Europeans, preserving and strengthening the global governance system is a way of 
investing in our own security and also in our own prosperity because our economic strength is 
based on a multilateral rules-based system. 

But multilateralism is currently under attack, perhaps the greatest attack since World War Two, 
and it is time to stand up to defend the multilateral order. This is why we fought to preserve the 
nuclear deal with Iran. Its why we fight to build a global alliance in defence of the Paris 
agreement on climate change, why we fight for free and fair trade; and why we fight for the 
respect of international norms whether in Ukraine or on the Korean peninsula.  

It would truly be a tragedy of global proportions if our disagreements were to provoke failure 
to stop climate change, or a breakdown of the global system of free trade. This is why the EU 
tries to bring all players to the table, especially if they have diverging views and interests – 
because having differences is normal and legitimate, but ignoring them until we reach breaking 
point is not.  

This brings me to my final point, which is how we use cooperation to develop our partnerships, 
as we are doing with ASEAN.  

We believe that making our friends and partners stronger makes us stronger too. This is why 
we invest in our friendships, both old and new. We want a strong network with those who share 
our interests and values. Our friends know that they can rely on us. Those who work for positive 
change know that they can count on our support.  

This is why, since 2014, we have dedicated over 200 million euro to supporting ASEAN and its 
vision of a stronger Southeast Asian community. This assistance is complemented by our 
bilateral support which totals over 2 billion euros across all ten ASEAN countries, more than 
half of which has is benefiting the CLMV countries, including Cambodia.  
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Our flagship regional programmes focus on promoting intra-ASEAN economic integration and 
trade, on addressing climate change and protecting the environment, on quality higher 
education and student mobility, and on the rights and opportunities of migrant workers.  

You may recall that last year we organised the first ASEAN-EU Dialogue on Safe Labour 
Migration. One of the areas of concrete follow up identified at that dialogue was enhancing 
social security mechanisms for intra-ASEAN migrant workers, and we were very glad to see 
that this topic, and in particular the portability of social security schemes, was the focus of last 
month’s regional labour ministerial meeting in Siem Reap.  

The EU is also committed to promoting greater connectivity, as highlighted in our Strategy for 
Connecting Europe and Asia which we launched last year. The EU supports connectivity that is 
sustainable, comprehensive and rules-based, with access to innovative finance for connectivity 
projects that target enhanced transport, energy, digital and human connections. 

To conclude, let me assure you that in this increasingly volatile and unpredictable world Europe 
will continue to be a partner that you can trust and rely on. We will also continue to work closely 
with Cambodia and the whole of ASEAN to help your country and the region further strengthen 
its security and prosperity. 

Thank you very much, and I wish all of us a fruitful and lively exchange over the next two days. 
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this block-to-block economic relationship. As in a business relationship, rarely does a 
partnership break apart because of major disagreements. It usually starts with a small 
misunderstanding. When left attended, this business divergence of view, as tiny as it can be, 
could grow to a point of irreconcilable difference. I don’t think it is the case yet for the EU-
ASEAN relations. Far from it. 

For me, these glitches are a potential cause for concern for both the EU and ASEAN as they 
move forward to strengthen their partnership. Why is it so? I would argue that ASEAN is a 
group of 10 countries, very dissimilar to each other. We have the 5 Mekong continental countries 
interlaced the other 5 sea bound countries. Their level of development is very different, 
stretching to the extreme with Singapore on one end and Laos on the other end. We are not 
homogeneous; we are not monolithic. We cannot say that the EU is monolithic either as we could 
see that the ideological fragmentation has started to appear already on the surface. This is where 
the EU has to make more conscious efforts to adjust their policies toward ASEAN.  ASEAN can 
be viewed as a grouping, but each country should be dealt with individually. Because each one 
of us has our own context, we too have our own development model. Some are very advanced 
and westernized, some are not but altogether, despite our ups and downs, we managed to thrive 
for more than four decades. This is how I see the challenge for the EU in navigating with this 
ASEAN’s multi-dimensional grouping.  

Excellencies,  
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me be blunt. As a small country, irrespective of the diplomatic talks of mutual respect, we 
feel that sometimes we are not treated as equal, sometimes only I stress. That said, it is still a 
glitch, even if it is only a one-time glitch. We, Asian, are very emotional. We are very conscious 
of our face-saving. “Everything is about face, face, and face”. The EU must exert more sensitivity 
when it comes to dealing with a small but proud country and it should be mindful of projecting 
a double standard approach. I don’t want to go as far as to say the word ‘hypocrite’ but this 
word lurks in my sub-conscious. No Freudian slip of the tongue so far.  

Cambodia only has 16 million populations in terms of market size. We do not have 80 million 
like Vietnam nor 70 million like Thailand. Sometimes, the EU do not look at us as similarly as 
these bigger markets. We know the EU does put a lot of emphasis on the market access, which 
it should, and I find it quite understandable. Nothing wrong about wanting to develop more 
business with emerging markets, but don’t do it at the expense of smaller partners. Cambodia 
is a strong believer of multilateralism, of globalization, and we respect the principles and rules 
of the WTO. If we look at our economic liberalization policies, we are probably one of the most 
open in ASEAN, but sometimes it is those glitches that push us back. I can mention a few other 
countries in ASEAN that also have their own glitches with the EU, like Myanmar, Brunei, 
Malaysia, and Indonesia. Singapore does not seem to have any glitch yet.  

This is all about navigating the divides. The EU can have a great prepared diplomatic speech, but 
if it does not tackle the countries’ specific sensitivity, it will be a futile exercise of diplomacy, 
unfortunate at the great expense of the enormous efforts in the past to deepen cooperation and 
the billions of dollars spent. That is a real challenge for this partnership. We want the partnership 
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to yield good benefits for both the EU and ASEAN, at a times when the EU has also bigger 
glitches with its transatlantic partner, the US, with the rise of China. ASEAN still boasts a good 
market size of 600 million people and we do matter as a block.  

As far as deepening cooperation, as I have said earlier, the EU has been doing great already. It 
only needs to navigate the current “real and present divide”, made up of small yet politically 
sensitive glitches. While for the EU, it is a small thing, but to some of us, it is a matter of survival. 
So, if you care to hear my brutal but very sincere opinion, if we want to realize the EU-ASEAN 
strategic partnership by next year, we have to work hard on the glitches. Thank You. 
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The Future 

Although there have been many years of positive developments there have also been some 
misunderstandings. Some in the EU thought that ASEAN would become more like the EU, but 
this was never realistic. Others in the EU failed to appreciate the depth of feeling about European 
colonialism in SE Asia. There is now a more sober and realistic expectation on both sides. 
The EU has put forward many recommendations in recent years on how to deepen the 
relationship but has never received a comprehensive response from ASEAN. It  
would be useful for the ASEAN side to set down exactly how it would like to strengthen 
relations in the form of a policy paper. 

It is important that the existing and planned dialogues produce results otherwise it will be 
difficult to maintain support and funding for ASEAN. There are also many new potential areas 
for cooperation including human security, migration issues, countering terrorism and 
radicalisation. Data is another hugely important and complex issue that should be on the 
agenda.   

Above all, in an increasingly uncertain world, ASEAN and the EU have a vital common interest 
in defending the liberal, rules-based, international order. The defence of the WTO must be a top 
priority as both partners have benefitted hugely from common trade rules and an agreed 
dispute settlement mechanism. There is a danger that the EU and ASEAN will be asked to 
choose between the US and China on a range of important issues. This is a choice neither party 
wishes to make and the best way to avoid such a choice is to strengthen the rules-based 
international order. This has to be the common priority of the EU 
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It is time to step back from grand declarations of strategic relationships and return to substantial 
dialogue on the basic expectations. Such dialogue must take place on eye level and should not 
be hijacked by individual stakeholders’ PR campaigns.  

A roaming ambassador or working group, representing ASEAN as a whole, could engage EU 
bureaucrats to clarify the important nexus of domestic and regional politics in ASEAN and the 
ASEAN way of quiet diplomacy.  

Appreciating both and acting accordingly would go a long way in realising the enormous 
potential of closer cooperation between the two partners.  
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ASEM has always been good talk shop that involves both parties, but it is now getting more 
attention on how to maintain its relevance given the new geopolitical concerns. Both parties 
have also involved in the framework of ASEAN Regional Forum. However, as the forum now 
receives less attention compared to others such as the East Asia Summit, it is now questionable 
whether the EU would remain institutionally entangled to influence the course of regional 
process driven by ASEAN. There have also been some discussions about whether the EU should 
be included in the ADMM Plus, and in the East Asia Summit. However, the institutional 
arrangement could now become part of tit-for-tat politics, especially as seen in recent delay of 
the ASEAN-EU Strategic Partnership due to some domestic issues and national agendas. There 
are also some difficulties in conciliating different mechanisms both in European level and 
ASEAN level. At this particular point, a question remains: Is the European Union still the teacher 
of norms when it comes to regionalism? Some commentaries and speech within the ASEAN 
region have revealed that Brexit case that recently happened in the EU shows that ASEAN 
process driven by consensus and less on detailed and rigidity of institutional measures is 
somewhat a blessing in disguise. 

At strategic level, there has been a mismatch between values and interest to shape common 
priorities among parties. We always talk about the magnitude of the US and China rivalry, but 
sometimes we seem to forget that the most important constrain at the region is also related to 
the fact that the nation-building and state-building has not even finished in Southeast Asia. In 
this regard, domestic politics could shape the regional dynamics and even inter-regional 
dynamics. Some major strategic issues, such as the issue of palm oil and its relations to the 
national economic structure, the future of democracy and human rights in the region, have 
become major factors that limit convergence between ASEAN and the EU. Various national 
governments today in Southeast Asia, such as President Jokowi in Indonesia, President Duterte 
in the Philippines, and even Thailand to some extent, are now using foreign policy as the source 
of their efforts to stay in power. There are some complicated layers of governance across level 
in issues like the palm oil, democracy, and illegal fishing, but there are some linkages between 
regional and multilateral.  

Over palm oil issues, although both ASEAN and the EU prefer a sort of multilateralism and 
economic openness in the regional level, if not managed well, debate about palm oil market in 
the Europe could be another story of trade war between ASEAN and the European Union. Given 
latest development, Indonesia and Malaysia has geared up diplomatic efforts to deal with palm 
oil issues. In Indonesia, the position of Vice Foreign Ministry is now set to not only regularly 
report to the Foreign Ministry, but also to the coordinating ministry of investment as well as the 
President on the issue of Palm Oil alone. Malaysia is now preparing to bring the issue up to the 
WTO. 

Perhaps, the issue somehow has to be put in a spectrum of comparison with other, such as the 
IUU Fishing issues. Impression that people in Indonesia or Malaysia catch about the palm oil is 
that the Europeans increasingly tend to impose a standard which sets that palm oil that is 
already dangerous for everything. However, this may not always be the case in other sectors. If 
we look on how the EU sort of promoted the discrimination toward IUU Fishing, there are some 
rooms for maneuver between the ability of the national government to adopt and to rise up to 
the global standard. For example, if the EU sought to put a concern on fishing practice in an 
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ASEAN country, it will first send cautionary note that access to the European market will need 
the respective country to reform the business practice. With regards to palm oil, it seems that 
some ASEAN countries feel that they do not enjoy the same process. This is a very hard question 
because if the EU want some ASEAN behaviors to change, it may not be happening overnight. 
Therefore, instead of merely focusing at the danger of palm oil, both countries should explore 
other rubrics such as the sustainability.  

However, there are some other issues that might attract more cooperation between the EU and 
ASEAN. When the ASEAN Outlook of the Indo-Pacific was launched, ASEAN has started to 
acknowledge the magnitude of the geopolitical dynamics in the region, especially related to the 
US-China competition. However, they have been followed up with some recommendations, for 
example on maritime security and sustainability, SDGs, or whatsoever. It somehow revives the 
concept of comprehensive security. Security in the ASEAN side is continuously observed to be 
achieved not only by the security measures, but also by extending area of cooperation into issues 
such as environment, natural disasters, humanitarian causes, human security, moderation, and 
cyber-security. These are areas that can attract more partnership and cooperation between 
ASEAN and the EU. 
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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU) are the two 
most successful and dynamic regional organizations that have strong conviction in open 
regionalism. The EU is the most integrated regional organization in the world, featuring deep 
economic, social and political integration. ASEAN is second to the EU in terms of regionalism. 
Political integration in Southeast Asia is far more difficult than that in Europe due to the fact 
that ASEAN member countries still give priority to their sovereignty and non-interference.  

In terms of identity building the EU is trying to balance between two foreign policy objectives 
namely building a normative power and promoting a trading power. The signing of the trade 
and investment agreement with Vietnam in 2019 demonstrates that the EU is leaning towards a 
trading power than normative power because Vietnam does not have human rights and 
democratic values that meet the EU’s standards. On the other hand, in terms of bilateral 
negotiation with Cambodia on Everything-but-Arms (EBA), the EU seems to prioritize human 
rights and democratic values. This is a clear double standard and it also shows that the EU does 
not have a consistent stand on normative power projection.  

ASEAN is also trying to build its identity, to be an honest broker, trust builder, and regional 
connector. However, evolving domestic politics and geopolitical rivalries between major 
powers have posed significant challenges to ASEAN unity and centrality. Although it is trying 
to stay neutral and maintain its strategic autonomy, ASEAN is facing a binary geostrategic 
choice between the US and China. Under such circumstances, it is imperative for ASEAN to 
engage more strategically with other emerging powers, middle powers and international 
organizations such as India, Russia, Japan, South Korea, Australia, the United Nations, and the 
European Union.  

Both ASEAN and the EU are grappling with the myriad of challenges deriving from global 
power shift and transformation, rising protectionism and unilateralism, the attacks on 
multilateral system, and the weakening of global regime. To surmount these challenges, ASEAN 
and the EU are compelled to work closer together to strengthen open society and a rules-based 
multilateral system. From the ASEAN’s perspective, the rules-based international system 
generally refers to the United Nations Charter, the ASEAN Charter, and the Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation.  

Three Convergent Forces 

Three convergent forces that further cement ties between ASEAN and the EU. Firstly, both 
organizations have a firm belief in an open, inclusive, effective, and rules-based multilateralism 
system. Now this system is under unprecedented assault after the end of the Cold War, mainly 
due to the US’s protectionist policy and the rising trend of extreme right-wing politics in some 
European countries. In such a fast-changing world with high uncertainty, ASEAN and the EU 
need to further deepen their partnership and be more innovative and proactive in strengthening 
multilateralism.  

Secondly, the US-China competition and confrontation presents both opportunities and 
challenges for ASEAN and the EU. Both regional institutions could effectively implement 
collective hedging strategy to mitigate risks and expand opportunities from the US-China 
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rivalry. To do that, institutional capacity building and leadership are the core elements in order 
to effective exercise institutional, multilateral pressures to shape the behavior of major powers 
as well as to put institutional constraints on the deviant behaviors of member countries.  

Thirdly, harnessing inter-regional connectivity between the two continents has been the 
common vision and interest of the two organizations. In 2010, the Master Plan on ASEAN 
Connectivity (MPAC) was launched with the aim to enhance physical, institutional and people-
to-people connectivity in Southeast Asia. Since then the “connectivity” has become one of the 
key pillars of ASEAN regional integration and community building as well as ASEAN’s external 
relations. In 2018, the EU also issued a strategy on connecting Europe and Asia which is 
informed by the principles of sustainable, comprehensive, and international rules-based 
connectivity. Specific connectivity projects include transport (air, sea, land), digital connectivity, 
energy connectivity, and people to people connectivity.  

Three Policy Proposals 

There are conceptual and policy areas that ASEAN and the EU need to work together to address 
the differences in order to deepen their partnership.  

First, the definition of “rules-based international order” has been a controversial and 
contentious issue in international cooperation.  Even among the ASEAN member countries, 
there is no standard or common definition of this term. ASEAN and the EU should further 
promote multi-track dialogue and consultation on the concept of rules-based international order 
and rules-based connectivity so that common understanding and position can be achieved.  

Second, ASEAN and the EU should expand their cooperation on connectivity projects to also 
include security connectivity, which refers to connecting security issues, connecting security 
stakeholders, and connecting knowledges and solutions to address security issues. The case in 
point here is the development of a holistic solution to climate change and water-food-energy 
nexus. The EU has knowledge and experience in this field that is valuable for Southeast Asian 
countries particularly the Mekong countries. In this regard, connecting Mekong with Danube 
can be a new area of cooperation between ASEAN and the EU, with a focus on climate change 
and water-food-energy security nexus.  

Third, the EU needs to be mindful of the gaps. The EU’s position on the Rohingya issue in 
Myanmar, palm oil issue with Indonesia and Malaysia, Sharia law in Brunei, and the threat to 
revoke EBA from Cambodia affect the quality of the ASEAN-EU bilateral partnership. ASEAN 
members are sensitive to foreign interference into their domestic affairs, as the memories of 
colonialism and imperialism remain in their strategic culture, nationalist narrative, and regime 
legitimization.  

Outlook 

ASEAN-EU partnership will evolve in a positive trend as both regional organizations share 
similar worldview and a commitment to strengthen an open, inclusive, effective and rules-based 
multilateral system. The 13th ASEM Summit to be held in Cambodia in 2020 will be an 
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opportunity for Asian and European countries to reflect, fathom and envision together to 
resolve some of global pressing issues such as climate change, inequality, fragmented societies, 
violent extremism, and a weak global and regional governance.  

Two key words that will be addressed at the 13th ASEM Summit are multilateralism and shared 
growth. The task ahead for the members of ASEAN and the EU in particular is to build a united 
position against protectionism and unilateralism, while promoting effective and proactive 
multilateralism. Moreover, they need to work closer together to ensure fair share of growth and 
promote social justice and inclusion. They should refrain from interfering into the domestic 
affairs of other member countries and take prudent approach to not allow bilateral tensions or 
disputes to dominate inter-regional cooperation. 



- 85 -



- 86 -

Non-traditional security issues such as climate change, large scale migration and political 
extremism pose serious threats to all, and can only be addressed collectively – at regional, inter-
regional and global levels. 

These external factors created the dynamics for the EU and ASEAN to upgrade their partnership 
to one with a strategic purpose. Both have reasons to strengthen regional governance and build 
bridges across regions to forge a partnership that can support peace and development. Instead of 
simply accepting the move towards a multipolar world based on power and spheres of influence, 
both should work to support a multilateral order based on interests, rules and norms. Instead of 
relying on the US hegemonic leadership (which in any case is eroding), the two regional 
organisations could work towards a system of issues-based leadership.  

There are clear incentives for the EU and ASEAN to upgrade their relations to a strategic 
partnership. Thus, the third and final question is how can we translate this strategic intent or 
purpose to pragmatic actions that really matter? 

A truly strategic partnership between the EU and ASEAN can be better realised if both regional 
organisations can get their act together to become strategic actors in their own right. ASEAN need 
to do more to shore up its centrality and remain in the driving seat of regional architectures, and 
the EU need to do more to achieve strategic autonomy. For these to happen, ASEAN need to 
become more institutionalised, and the EU need to become more flexible and pragmatic. And 
both need to become more coherent and cohesive but also more agile. 

In a complex, highly contested and ambiguous world, the EU needs to become more flexible. The 
increasingly divergences within the EU means that it is often unable to reach quick consensus or 
act resolutely. Hence the EU while continuing its efforts to strengthen its unity must also allow 
for more flexible “coalition of the willing” constellation in its policy. Such “coalition of the 
willing” arrangements must be embedded in trust and solidarity and within a coherent strategic 
outlook. 

For ASEAN, the exact opposite is necessary. ASEAN’s current modus operandi does not privilege 
collective actions over individual efforts. Its inter-governmental structure and strict 
interpretation of sovereign equality often result in joint political declarations but not necessarily 
common actions. ASEAN is sensitively attuned to the divergent interests of its member states and 
take a pragmatic approach to respect individual member states’ interests. This is sometimes done 
at the expense of collective regional interests exposing ASEAN to the dangers of being divided 
and weakened. To become a more effective regional organisation that can navigate and withstand 
the current rising tensions between China and the US, and deal with increased protectionism, 
ASEAN needs to become more integrated. It must speak more with one voice and undertake 
more joint actions. Much attention must be paid to reconciling intra-ASEAN differences.  

Both regional organisations were founded on the desire for peace and stability. While borne of 
the Cold War era, they have managed to adapt to the changes in the external environment and 
remain relevant. Both need to now step up their efforts to remain relevant, and to do so require 
them to step up their diplomatic and pragmatic engagements with each other and leverage each 
other’s respective strengths to shape a new emerging order that is more inclusive. 
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This step-up engagement can be done at different levels: 
Between EU member states and ASEAN member states;
Through more ambitious inter-regional EU-ASEAN endeavours; and
Through EU-ASEAN efforts in multilateral forums and institutions such as the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF), the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), United Nations, etc.

At the multilateral level, there are two areas that both can work on. This is first, in the area of 
connectivity in the ASEM agenda, and second, to come together whether in WTO, UN to shape 
general principles and norms to govern emerging areas of cooperation and challenges such as the 
digital economy, artificial intelligence, etc. 

Other more specific recommendations on how we can navigate our differences to truly move 
towards a more strategic partnership are: 

First, avoiding the “singularity trap” – do not allow one single issue to derail the broader strategic 
need for engagement. For example, issue over palm oil should be resolved between those ASEAN 
member states and EU separately. This has long been ASEAN way not to allow bilateral issues 
(even those between ASEAN impact) to impact broader regional interests. 

Second, having a certain level of maturity to deal with differences – just as we expect the EU to 
respect the “ASEAN way”, ASEAN should also respect the “EU’s norms”. Where the two collide, 
the approach is to agree to disagree and continue to seek convergence on issues of common 
interest and approach. 

Before we can have a strategic partnership of substance, both the EU and ASEAN must show 
their commitment through “sustained presence” in each other’s region.  The EU has real presence 
in ASEAN now with its various programs to build capacity in the ASEAN Secretariat, and various 
bilateral development projects with individual ASEAN member states. However, the EU still 
suffers from low visibility and hence need to do more at the level of public diplomacy. 

For ASEAN, a more concerted effort to showcase ASEAN and engage the different EU 
institutions (such as the European Parliament) in Brussels. Embassies of ASEAN member states 
should get together to have an ASEAN day celebration every year.  

On more specific cooperation projects, the following should be given priority: 
EU could set aside more Erasmus scholarships or other short exchange scholarships for ASEAN 
students; 

In return, ASEAN Foundation could work with ASEAN member states to develop program to 
encourage European students to spend a semester or a year in any of the ASEAN countries. 
For cooperation at the multilateral level, ASEAN and EU should support each other to become 
more coherent actors. EU and ASEAN should meet bloc-to-bloc before any major multilateral 
meetings – whether UN General Assembly, ASEM or ARF to better understand each other’s 
positions on issues.  
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Within the ASEM framework, EU and ASEAN can coordinate on issues of connectivity to 
engender much needed infrastructure developments in the region and beyond. These 
infrastructure developments must be evaluated based on environmental, fiscal, and social 
sustainability. EU and ASEAN should proactively engage major “connectivity” players – China, 
Japan, and any other ASEM partners that support developments of an open and inclusive Indo-
Pacific. 

In summary, the potential to elevate the longstanding ASEAN-EU relations to a strategic 
partnership is there to be exploited. What is needed is the political will and willingness to look 
beyond some of the thorny issues and focus on the bigger strategic landscape and find pragmatic 
and practical ways forward.   
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As someone who studies democracy, I observe that democracy remains deficient in our part of 
the world. The previous panels, there was a sentiment that populism and extremism are on the 
way out. I hope they’re right because in my reading, they are likely to stay. Populism has become 
the great equalizer between the young and mature democracies. But this global crisis of 
democracy is not simply a crisis of democracy. It is a crisis of mainstream between liberal and 
illiberal variants of democracy. In the political science academic literature, there is a consensus 
that democracy not simply to be a liberal version. But if we go to other part of the world, liberal 
version coexists with other versions of democracy. To completely say leaders like Duterte do not 
have democratic credentials ois problematic and reductionist. You have a leader with 70% 
approval rating despite of what he has said and done. The drug war in the Philippines has 80% 
public satisfaction, but this doesn’t mean they’re correct. It only means if we do not address why 
they’re popular, why leaders, like Duterte able to command, and amount of loyalty, then we truly 
miss the point that what is wrong with democracy. Populists are supposed to be mirror of 
democracy. They reveal its darkest, its deceased version, but to simply see them as the solution 
to those problems, is the big mistake. To say that populism is the solution to democracy is a great 
error.  

What it means to the EU? 

I think the EU needs to dig deeper to help ASEAN. The EU needs to focus on ASEAN existed 
beyond the 10 governments and avoid the usual suspect. The usual suspect refers to the political 
elites. If the liberal political elite in the Philippines have done their jobs correctly, there would be 
no space for Duterte. In the Philippines, there has been under glaring level of economic inequality 
and widespread poverty despite having the oldest democracy in Southeast Asia.  

Main scope of cooperation between ASEAN and the EU 

I only heard that we need the international order defended, but I have not heard about enhancing 
it, and improving it, paying attention to those left behind by this international order. This requires 
ASEAN and the EU to work together to reform the international institutions, global regimes, 
international laws as well as shared norms. There is potential for security cooperation, in the 
ADMM plus, but that requires to amendment, just like the Treaty of Amity of Cooperation. One 
thing that I want to say is that ASEAN has grown beyond the 10 governments. These is a nascent 
regional civil society who present the differences within the region but held together by norms, 
such as pluralism, and moderation, which ASEAN could present the EU as the possible points of 
convergence. We need to go beyond the government leadership and the usual suspect. The 
ASEAN region is mostly composed of the younger generation with different ideas and visions. I 
think the EU needs to listen to their voice rather than just relying on the loud and cranky voice of 
the government.  

In the documents of the EU and ASEAN, there are a lot of talk about rules and norms, and like 
Dr. Lay Hwee said ASEAN wants to be a ruled-based regime. ASEAN and the EU are in a position 
to tackle some of the larger elements of that international order, like reforming the UNCLOS or 
even the UN. Both of them must realize that in order to get institutionalized, there is a larger 
political context beyond the respective regional experiences.  

As we move forward the cooperation, we need to have a sober reality check. ASEAN seems to be 
a center of everything, but it’s actually not. Its convening power is not without weaknesses. The 
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world of ASEAN-led security architecture is different from the world we’re living now, so 
ASEAN also needs reality check. Several member states of ASEAN said that they can walk away 
from the EU, but the EU can also walk away from “some” ASEAN’s governments. I think we 
need to invest in institutionalizing ASEAN, like revisiting TAC, empowering the Secretariat. 
Some institutions existed only on the paper. Finally, the “ASEAN Way” has to be respected by 
the EU, but it needs to be redefined as well.    
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cooperative mechanisms in order to diminish the risk of manipulation to further divide the 
institutions, facilitate their understanding by third parties and increase their visibility. 

Rationalizing existing cooperation: EU and ASEAN need new mechanisms much less than 
they need to enlarge, deepen, combine existing ones 

The cooperation between EU and ASEAN the two entities have gone a long way, since the early 
2000, be it in development related matters, economics, socio-cultural cooperation or security. In 
security alone, the domains covered has substantially increased to include maritime, security, 
conflict prevention, mediation and reconciliation, crisis management, transnational crime, cyber-
security, non-proliferation.2 In July 2019, they decided to further enhance their cooperation on 
the environment and Climate Change. Soon the EU should propose new cooperation in the field 
of maritime security as well.  One can therefore argue in favor of more cooperation, an extension 
of the number of domain covered or a qualitative improvement of any particular aspect of the 
cooperation. But it would be untrue to qualify the cooperation as inexistent.      

These developments are welcome and necessary. However, the actual need may not be the 
addition of new mechanisms as much as the enlargement and rationalization of existing 
cooperation. A number of cooperation are bilateral ones and concern a very limited number of 
countries. They could easily be enlarged to the entire region?  

In this perspective cooperation in the maritime domain is an obvious example. IUU fishing 
training is currently conducted with Thailand IUU fishing is a potentially destabilizing problem 
for the region. The current phase of the South China Sea issue started with the massive arrival of 
Chinese fishing vessels in Vietnamese exclusive economic zone, with subsequent domino effects.  
IUU fishing is a problem affecting large parts of the region and has been an occasional irritant 
between the EU and ASEAN member states. (Cambodia was yellow carded in 2012, Vietnam in 
2017, the Philippines in 2014…). Indonesia, on the other side, which has lost some $ 4 billion/year 
until 2014 is now better controlling its own waters and is now a net beneficiary.  

In parallel, the EU is conducting coast guards training, which can be applied for addressing a 
variety of security issues, from IUU fishing to traffics of all kinds - with Vietnam and Indonesia. 
It could therefore make sense to set up an EU-ASEAN regional mechanism, integrate ASEAN 
and European expertise, and training people in a variety of domains including international law 
of the sea, security issues, ocean related environmental issues, and blue economy. It would thus 
effectively contribute to capacity building in the region and help develop a common EU-ASEAN 
maritime culture. It would moreover help the actors to think differently about issues which are 
traditionally considered in silos (economy, security, development, etc…).  

Interestingly, such a mechanism would pose the sensitive issue of European participation in 
ASEAN led institutions such as the ADMM+ in very different terms as it would de facto address 
some of the same issues. It could later be extended to the contiguous regions and their regional 
institutions, in particular from the Indian Ocean.  

2 EEAS-Europa, EU-ASEAN Blue Book 2019 : A strategic and Sustainable Partnership, 2019, 
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eu-asean_blue_book_2019.pdf  
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that stronger and more cohesive regional institutions constitute the necessary building blocks to 
revitalize the multilateral governance system, which they cherish and which today is worryingly 
losing steam. The one between the EU and ASEAN is therefore in a sense a "necessary" 
cooperation, which both sides should actively promote and strengthen, especially in addressing 
global challenges, such as climate change, the circular economy, fair and open trade, maritime 
and cyber security. 

So, how can we navigate existing divides between the two regions and consolidate mechanisms 
for cooperation? Yesterday’s discussions have highlighted some possible paths and the next 
session on "ASEAN-EU Partnership: Addressing Global Challenges" as well as the final panel 
discussion, may offer more concrete ideas on the way EU-ASEAN cooperation could be further 
improved. I would like here to very briefly contribute to this debate, by highlighting three 
possible avenues. 

Firstly, the EU and ASEAN should focus on better communicating, as mentioned yesterday, "the 
95% that is good” in the relationship, and get the message across to opinion makers, business 
people and the more general public in South East Asia and in Europe. The EU and ASEAN have 
been partners for over 40 years and together they represent over one billion citizens. The EU is 
the largest foreign investor in ASEAN countries and the second largest trading partner. Together, 
they successfully work in areas such as climate change, governance, food security, disaster 
management, connectivity, research and education and increasingly on security-related matters. 
The results of this cooperation should be better and more broadly publicized. 

Secondly, we should focus more on addressing the concrete problems of the citizens rather than 
on the process of cooperation. Adequate structures and mechanisms for cooperation are 
necessary but these should not become the aim of our cooperation. We should most proactively 
help addressing crises with concrete action as well as to more systematically encourage regional 
solutions for regional problems. This approach may also help overcoming the dichotomy 
between regional and bilateral cooperation and existing divides, as these may be - at least 
partially - offset by the additional gains of a successful regional cooperation.  

Thirdly, much in the relation with ASEAN depends upon trust and respect. Both sides should 
work on these by listening more carefully to each other. The EU should continue to build trust 
and respect, especially by treating ASEAN partners as equals. ASEAN members should however 
also develop a deeper understanding on how EU structures are working and about the 
constraints EU countries may be facing. 

In an increasingly unpredictable world where the temptation to find unilateral solutions is 
becoming greater, it is worth for both sides to continue engaging to find new and more efficient 
ways to work together to show, as High Representative Mogherini recently said, that “the two 
most advanced and most successful integration processes in the world stand firmly behind 
multilateralism and a rule-based global order.” 

I am very keen to listen to the suggestions of the speakers in the next session and in the final panel 
discussion. 

Thank you 



Ambassador Sun Suon 
 Senior Fellow, CICP and Adjunct Professor, Paragon International University 
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source of foreign direct investment (FDI) and critical development and humanitarian aid to the 
region (EC Website). In spite of those achievements, the relationship between the two regional 
institutions have not yet reached its full potential. In addition, each region has to cope with many 
of domestic and regional problems.  

ASEAN and the EU are now working to upgrade their relations to the next level: — that is of 
strategic nature.  This shared aspiration for an enhancement of closer partnership is affirmed in 
the Joint Statement on 40th Anniversary of ASEAN-EU Dialogue Relations (2017) and following 
the decision taken at the 22nd EU-ASEAN Meeting of Foreign Ministers in January 2019 
(Rueppel, 2019, p. 9; Blue Book, 2019, p.6).    

Since five Mekong nations (CLMV and Thailand) comprise the bulk of the mainland of ASEAN, 
in its community building process, the ASEAN regional integration depends on the prospective 
more active role of ASEAN, and together with consistent support and participation of all relevant 
external partners to enhance these inclusive regional dynamics. To this end, this paper is an 
attempt to provide insights and discussions on some of critical issues on the Mekong connection, 
underscoring the importance of deepening of ASEAN-EU cooperation that contributes to 
reinforced implementation of the ASEAN agenda toward its full regional integration objectives: 
— a process encompassing the mainland ASEAN in the Mekong sub-region.  

ASEAN-EU Partnership: Engagement in the Mekong Sub-region 

Progress, Development Disparity and Challenges 

Since 1992 the Mekong region has progressively transformed itself into an emerging center of 
growth as a result of the successive Mekong countries membership to ASEAN. A group of new 
state members, — (namely Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam: -known as "CLMV" or 
"ASEAN four") have been increasingly integrated with ASEAN, East Asia and the global 
economy. 

It is worth noting that over the past decades gross domestic product (GDP) of the Mekong sub-
region has grown at over 6% per year on average, and the poverty incidence in the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region (GMS) countries based on national poverty lines has substantially declined 
(Asian Economic Integration Report 2018). With the exception of Thailand, (as a founding 
member and a second largest economy of ASEAN--after Indonesia), the ASEAN four (CLMV)) 
in the Mekong region have consequently made major progress in meeting the other MDGs 
(Millennium Development Goals) (ASEAN Statistical Report on MDGs, 2018).  

In spite of progress, however ASEAN still has a long way to go. Statistics have shown that there 
is still a larger proportion of widening gap of their GDP between and among the ASEAN six and 
ASEAN four. Amidst CLMV group, while Vietnam has made greater progress in term of its GDP 
(along with other economic indicators), other three countries are still categorized in the group of 
Least Developed Countries (LDCs), even though their last economic status is ranked among the 
lower-middle income countries.iii The variations of indicators should also include other sectors, 
such as the state of the infrastructure, the level of competitiveness, human resources and 
institutional capacity.  
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ASEAN, as an institution, has also attached high priority to the agenda that aims to narrow the 
development gap through implementation of its relevant programs and blueprints:—such as 
ASEAN-Mekong Basin Development Cooperation (AMBDC), Initiatives for ASEAN Integration 
(IAI-plans I,II, and III), the ASEAN connectivity agenda (Master Plans of ASEAN Connectivity-
MPACs I and II), among others.  Those relevant instruments had to play a major role in 
addressing the crucial needs of Mekong integration into the ASEAN economic community. 
However, their projects remain relatively in a small scale, focusing most notably on capacity 
building while their overall implementation remains relatively slow, along with structural and 
financial constraints (Sun, 2019 pp. 25-28).  

Support for an Enhanced Development Policy and Partnership  

Against this background, enhancing support for the Mekong integration is thus an important 
component of the ASEAN connectivity agenda 2025. It is a core complement to regional process 
toward the achievement of community building objective.  

In the meantime, while the region is growing, there is a question (even with concerns) over the 
increasing existing Mekong mechanisms accounting for more than 10 development initiatives 
(Sun, 2019 pp.05-25). The Mekong sub-region is arguably becoming a locus of competing strategic 
interests by external development partners, partly due to the proliferation and complexity of 
development initiatives, --presently taking place in the midst of the geopolitical changes rapidly 
altering the dynamics of broader regional contexts in Asia and beyond. However, the 
implementation of the related development policy and programs in the Mekong context depends 
largely on the assistance through external funds and related partners. 

Based on the aforementioned assertions, it is a compelling case for ASEAN to further intensify 
the efforts in helping to shape development cooperation policy, through an enhanced 
international partnership. ASEAN, through its centrality, must seek its legitimacy at a strategic 
level to promote and engage in an inclusive development partnership for mutual benefits with 
all relevant actors, including the European Union.  

As an oldest regional institution, the European Union is known as a longstanding partner of 
countries in Southeast Asia. The EU has continually made significant progress of cooperation 
through its various development and partnership programs, emphasizing mutual interest in 
supporting ASEAN regional integration. These include, among others, the enhancement of 
ASEAN capacity programs specifically across the three pillars of ASEAN Charter to address its 
connectivity agendas and relevant blueprints (Blue Book, 2019, pp.10-54; ASEAN Focus, 2019, 
pp.20-24).  

Further, the Second ASEAN-EU Plan of Action (2018-2022) as adopted by both regional groups 
provides a new impetus with more strategic directions of cooperation for a wide range of fields; 
and it is basically focusing on three main areas namely: political and security, economic, and 
socio-cultural cooperation. In that context, it covers two prioritized cross-cutting topics: 
connectivity and narrowing the development gap in ASEAN, including the climate change, 
environment and disaster management (ASEAN Website, 2017). 
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Within the Mekong region, the European Union has been a key development partner  
(individually or collectively) to the Mekong countries since the early 1990s,— particularly in the 
lower part of the sub-region,—either via bilateral or multilateral sub-regional cooperation.iv 
Illustrative of this is the EU long-standing cooperation with the Mekong River Commission 
(MRC), mainly focusing on the strengthening of capacity in response to climate change challenges 
and environmental protection in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam (Chheang, February 2017, p 5). 
In addition, each of ASEAN LDCs countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar), still benefits 
from the European Union the most favorable preferential tariff system -GSP, (under “the 
Everything But Arms:-EBA Trade Scheme”) (API Report № 02, 2018).  As overall, the EU is 
recognized as one of major's development partners that have continually provided bilateral 
assistance in supports for each of those CLMV Mekong countries throughout the past decades.v 

Promoting Markets Expansion 

From a perspective of broader framework of ASEAN- EU economic cooperation, the two regional 
blocs have more potentials to mutually generate benefits in term of markets expansion in their 
respective regions. First of all, deeper engagement in the policy of Mekong development would 
further help ASEAN member states to achieve simultaneously multiple Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs),—the UN global agenda.  Subsequently this would help member states to make an 
important step forward towards the achievement of ASEAN Economic Community objective in 
2025. By doing so, development in the Mekong region would further enhance inclusive 
integration within ASEAN ten.  In addition, with more economic and capital resources (in both-
private and public), older ASEAN member states,—and together with the EU related financial 
projects,—stand to gain even more than the Mekong countries in tapping investment benefits 
when soft and hard infrastructure are enhanced (Khmer Times, October 23, 2018). Accordingly, 
this development expansion helps secure greater market access for both, including in the Mekong 
region as a new market. As overall, the above policy is instrumental in facilitating the negotiations 
of bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) between the EU and individual ASEAN countries; and 
thereby serving as building blocks toward eventual conclusion of a region to region Agreement 
(ASEAN-EU-FTA) in a future:-an ultimate goal that allows for further increased cooperation and 
markets expansion between the two regional blocs.viFurther, while the global economic center of 
gravity is presently shifting toward Asia, the deepening of ASEAN-EU partnership is 
strategically even more relevant in broader regional contexts. For ASEAN, it has been portrayed 
itself as a platform at the center of regional architectures in the Asia-Pacific, and in that capacity, 
it may become a gateway for the EU into Asia. 

Promoting a Rule Based Order: In the Mekong Context  

ASEAN integration at this stage is set to advance the process of strengthening a rules-based 
international system (Pongsudhirak, 2018; Chheang, April 2017). This framework policy is agreed 
upon as one of consistent principle positions of both regions, (as manifestly reflected in relevant 
ASEAN-EU statements), reaffirming their shared commitments to promoting multilateralism 
and a rules based international order. In the Mekong context, this is a compelling case, when it 
comes to dealing specifically with issues and questions as to synergy and coordination (e.g. 
addressing issues of complementarity and proliferation of existing institutions and related 
projects in the Mekong region). Of equal importance is the focus on ways of addressing conflict 
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prevention and management, including conflict resolution in the context of trans-boundary water 
management issues.  

As scientists have warned that growing dynamics of water security in the region may become 
another regional security flashpoint, along with other regional issues, —due to "water shortages 
that are likely to be the key environmental challenge of this century (The Guardian, May 2018; 
Brauer/Kliem, 2017, p.51). The EU possesses a great deal of experiences in these matters, 
including its leadership on the climate change agenda. The aforementioned areas of interest are 
well articulated in the focus of relevant documents and blueprints of ASEAN and the EU 
respectively (EU-ASEAN Bluebook 2018, p.8).  Based on the Second ASEAN-EU Plan of Action 
(2018–2022), for example, both institutions had placed an emphasis, among others, on the 
promotion of social-economic development and sustainable water management, including in the 
Lower-Mekong region, drawing out from the relevant EU experiences, as well as its supports for 
the promotion of the sustainable use of inland waters, coastal and marine environment (ASEAN-
EU Plan of Action 2018–2022).   

Likewise, the aforementioned transboundary matters are manifestly prioritized by most of other 
development partners through their key existing mechanisms in the Mekong region, placing an 
emphasis on environment and water related issues in their respective programs.  

To sum up, while ASEAN has a central role to play in many ways as regards these matters, 
Mekong-EU partnership helps to reinforce the dynamics of regional integration; —as it forms a 
complement to the existing trans-boundary mechanisms and their related instruments in the 
region.  A typical example of these is relevant technical and expertise assistance (including 
capacity building programs) that the EU shall continue to offer to partner with member states in 
order to strengthen inclusive regional cooperation within existing Mekong mechanisms. This 
partnership is equally useful in further supporting other related frameworks that member states 
may mutually consider to establish, including a future plan on drafting a “Code of Conduct 
“(similar to the South China Sea framework project). The project must be based on the Mekong 
spirit, emphasizing a holistic approach of regionalism through the concept of sustainability and 
the enhancement of confidence building measures, preventive diplomacy and peaceful 
settlement of disputes for the Mekong sub-region.   

Conclusion 

The deepening of ASEAN-EU relations to a strategic level is indeed timely for both regional 
institutions to further reinforce their respective needs and positions in response to the changing 
geo-political and economic dynamics of both regions. This enhanced partnership must include 
the Mekong countries of mainland ASEAN as a core complement to the regional agenda, 
particularly in order to address development disparities between the old and new members of 
ASEAN, (among others) in a pursuit of comprehensive integration towards the realization of an 
open, dynamic, inclusive and resilient community.  

As both regions are caught in the crossfire of major powers rivalry (including the US-China trade 
war), ASEAN and the European Union, have much to share at a strategic level. In this sense it 
should be noted that ASEAN is inherently vulnerable to great power dynamics due to its 
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polarization, including in the Mekong sub-region. As a key regional platform, ASEAN must 
therefore stay relevant by strengthening its centrality that remains essential for the group to 
achieve its common goals of community building. As a political construct, however, ASEAN 
centrality depends on the ability of the group, to maintain its strategic autonomy, through its 
mechanism of consensus-based decision- making process. This guiding principle would be an 
immense challenge for ASEAN unity, especially when it comes to dealing with important and 
strategic matters, and given the diversity among ASEAN members. However, it must be 
preserved and well managed for the sake of cohesion and effectiveness of the group. For this 
purpose, it was argued that the European Union, as an institution of highly integrated autonomy, 
can be collaborative in term of helping ASEAN to stay relevant, considering that the EU supports 
ASEAN centrality, while ASEAN is receptive to a stronger EU role in the region. In addition, both 
regions are simultaneously committed to peace and security and embrace pluralistic approach of 
cooperation, although in a different way (Hwee, June, 2017; Rueppel, 2019, p. 9).  

Recognizing that there remain differences on some important issues, ASEAN and the EU must 
pursue the sustained dialogues on a regular basis. Both sides need to rather concentrate at the 
first place their joint projects of practical cooperation on issues of relevance, while pursuing their 
common works, along with persistent efforts at addressing other pending issues and related 
challenges for their mutual benefits. In the Mekong context, the existing Mekong subregional 
mechanisms (including ASEAN initiatives and mechanisms), must be reinvigorated and 
strengthened through the aforementioned partnership, including the enhancement of 
international think-tanks linkages, together with greater participation of other stakeholders and 
civil societies from both regions. 

ASEAN and the EU share most of the similar fundamental values, even if not at the same levels. 
And they are faced with many of similar challenges. For these reasons, both institutions must 
reinforce their cohesion and unity on many important and strategic matters in a pursuit of shared 
goals for the sake of peace, prosperity and sustainability, integrating through the enhancement 
of a rule-based process; —a process which is concomitantly very relevant in the Mekong context. 



- 105 -

ENDNOTES 

1 The EU traces its origins to its first precursors —the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC) and the European Economic Community (EEC), --both of them were established, 
respectively, by the 1951 Treaty of Paris and 1957 Treaty of Rome in the aftermath of the Second 
World War.   ASEAN was established 10 year later during the Cold War.  See, Diverging 
Regionalisms: ASEAN and the EU (By Hoang Thi Ha;  Moe  Thuzar;  Sanchita Basu  Das;  Termsak 
Chaiermpalanupap). ASEAN Focus, 2016, pp. 4-5, and pp.11-13. 

2 ASEAN is now comprised of 10 members through the inclusion of Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Myanmar and Vietnam. Consequently, all four new members '' called 'CLMV "along with 
Thailand (which is a founding member) are located in the Mekong sub-region forming as five 
nations of the mainland ASEAN. As for the EU, the Institution has grown to 28 members, through 
its subsequent enlargement to the countries of Eastern Europe in the aftermath of the Cold War. 
See, Ibid. pp.11-13.  

3 This “development gap” is revealed not only the average per capita income of the six older 
ASEAN member states and that of the newer four, but also in term of other variations of their 
individual markets. See, David Wijeratne, (Partner). The Future of ASEAN – Time to Act (Growth 
Markets Centre Leader PwC), May 2018, p.2-3. Retrieved from 
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/growth-markets-centre/publications/assets/pwc-gmc-the-
future-of-asean-time-to-act.pdf  

4 Most of their prioritized projects are building on their comparative advantage in soft regional 
connectivity, i.e., issues ranging from human resources development and institution-building to 
connectivity and poverty reduction from trade facilitation and competition policy to 
sustainability and environmental protection. 

5 Over the past decades, the EU provided bilateral development assistance to individual ASEAN 
countries with more than 2 billion EUR, of which more than half it supported the Mekong sub-
region of CLMV countries. For Cambodia, (as an example): -- since the early 1990s the EU is one 
of the largest donors who provided assistances in various sectors, including capacity building 
and technical support for Cambodia's accession into the WTO as well as its continuing aid 
projects under the Program of Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF) for Trade-Related 
Assistance for the Least Developed Countries, among others. See, EU-ASEAN Blue Book: EU-
ASEAN Cooperation 2019, p.8 and pp.56-57. 

6 So far, the EU has completed negotiations for bilateral agreements with two of them (Singapore 
in 2014 and Vietnam in 2015) while negotiations with Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines are 
currently on hold (as of 2019), See, Blue Book 2019, EU- ASEAN Cooperation, (2019), pp. 26-27. 
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When looking at how to revitalise this relationship and make it truly “strategic”, the emergence 
of the Indo-Pacific regional concept provides a unique opportunity in terms of potential mutual 
benefits, shared strategic concerns, as well as substance.  

First of all, the concept emphasises the natural confluence between the Indian Ocean and the 
Pacific Ocean spaces, shifting Asia’s geostrategic balance westwards.  Reflecting the growing 
importance of the Western Indian ocean region and of the African continent, the redefined 
regional concept reaches out into Europe’s traditional spheres of influence and expertise. 
Geographically, the old continent is no longer a distant observer of regional affairs, but an integral 
part of it, with a potential to shape and positively contribute to the current developments.  

Secondly, the Indo-Pacific theatre has progressively become the centre stage of a great power 
rivalry currently at play between China and the US. As a result, many small and middles-sized 
countries in Asia, but also in Europe, feel caught “in between”, facing an uncomfortable strategic 
dilemma of having to choose sides between the ‘status quo’ powers and the region’s rising 
economic hegemon. This new position provides the EU and ASEAN with a shared strategic 
concern, but also responsibilities to act as stabilisers.   

Finally, in terms of content, the various Indo-Pacific visions, outlooks and strategies all focus on 
the promotion of connectivity and openness to boost trade and economic cooperation across the 
region. Cooperation on these issues already constitutes the basis of EU – ASEAN relations. The 
concept can not only provide an overarching framework for their future activities, but also an 
opportunity to work with other involved actors and promote their approaches within a broader 
regional multilateral structure.  

Lost in translation: interpreting the Indo-Pacific 

Ever since Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe first coined the term of “Free and Open Indo-
Pacific” in the regional geostrategic discourse in 2016, the concept was reinterpreted by several 
regional actors and ended up taking on various forms and meanings.  

Originally emphasising free, open and fair trade, connectivity and respect of the existing rules-
based order, its adoption by the US Indo-Pacific Strategy emphasised a deepening divide 
between the status quo powers on the one side and the revisionist ones, with China at the forefront, 
on the other. From Beijing’s perspective, this divide was further accentuated in November 2017 
by the revival of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the ‘Quad’) between Australia, Indian, 
Japan and the US, perceived to contain its rise.  

ASEAN and its institutional structures have at first been left aside of the new regional concept, 
which paid little attention to the role and achievements of the existing multilateral security 
architecture.  

When ASEAN, situated at the centre of the re-conceptualised region, published its own Indo-
Pacific Outlook in June 2019, it brought a much-needed equilibrium to the debate. Contrary to 
the US Indo-Pacific Strategy, which criticises China’s revisionist tendencies as a key challenge to 
regional stability, ASEAN’s Outlook proposed an inclusive vision for the region, built on 
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constructive elements of connectivity, cooperation and multilateralism. Reflecting the ‘ASEAN 
Way’ of consensus-building and compromise, the Outlook helped to place the regional 
organisation within the new powerplay and demonstrate its determination to maintain its 
centrality and act as a “ballast” for the current dynamic in the region.  

Finally, Europe has taken a distance from the ongoing debate. Wary of the negative perception 
and the heavy strategic baggage the US strategy entailed, Brussels consciously chose not to refer 
to the “Indo-Pacific” region in its official discourse at all, aiming to preserve an autonomous 
foreign policy in Asia. 

But times have changed, and the term has become part of the regional geopolitical lingo. With its 
overseas presence and active security policy, France is a fully-fledged Indo-Pacific power. The 
geographical coverage of the concept and the functional issues it promotes, including trade and 
connectivity are well in line with the EU’s own interests. Finally, ASEAN’s Outlook not only 
proved that the Indo-Pacific does not have to be a strategically sensitive or ambiguous concept, 
but also a valuable source of reference in terms of principles and content – for regional stability, 
but also for future EU - ASEAN relations.  

Time for “middle power diplomacy” 

Regardless of the various interpretations, developments within the Indo-Pacific region are largely 
defined by a growing great power rivalry between China on the one side and the US on the other. 
Current trade tensions between Washington and Beijing have far reaching implications beyond 
the economic sector and their bilateral relationship. Many small and middle-sized countries in 
and outside Asia find themselves “stuck in the middle” of this great power rivalry and suffer its 
negative economic, political and security consequences. ASEAN, but also South Korea, Japan, 
Australia or indeed the EU maintain strong economic relations with China and rely largely on 
the US for their security guarantees. Most of these countries find themselves in a difficult position, 
trying to navigate through this increasingly divided strategic environment without having to 
choose sides.  

In searching for solutions, the idea of “middle power diplomacy” offers an interesting source of 
inspiration. From a theoretical perspective, the term “middle powers” refer to countries that are 
not superpowers but can exert influence in international relations through economic and 
diplomatic channels. In terms of their foreign policy, they act as stabilisers: the “good citizen” 
that promote compromise solutions, international cooperation and peaceful settlement of 
disputes, as well as take care of the less traditional security issues such as human security and 
the environment.  

In many respects, “middle power diplomacy” could provide a coherent overarching framework 
for the future EU – ASEAN Strategic Partnership. As the two most advanced examples of regional 
integration, their survival depends on multilateral cooperation, institutional governance and 
rules-based order, which means they share the interest in promoting those values across the Indo-
Pacific.  Together they represent a substantial share of the global economy and possess the 
diplomatic leverage to uphold the legitimacy of the current international institutions …or 
undertake necessary reforms if needed.   
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Finally, both invest significant effort and resources to functional security issues, which may be 
one of their greatest value-added. Maritime security, sustainable connectivity, economic 
cooperation or climate change offer a multitude of everyday issue-areas that can only be 
addressed through effective multilateral cooperation and good governance. While these areas are 
indeed crucial for regional stability and at the core of the Indo-Pacific concept, they tend to get 
often sidetracked in times of great power rivalry.  

Standing at the crossroads 

The future of the EU- ASEAN Strategic Partnership is in the hands of the political leadership in 
Brussels and Jakarta, who need not only to negotiate the details, but also agree on the overall 
strategic benefits of such partnership.  

On Europe’s side, much will depend on the capacity to maintain its determination to become a 
more proactive security actor in Asia - as promoted for the past five years under the watch of the 
High Representative/ Vice-President Federica Mogherini. The new government is now in a 
unique position to continue on this path, which may be the only way to maintain its strategic 
relevance and influence in the region and beyond.  

Two months into office, it is too early to predict the exact contours and content of the EU’s next 
policy towards Asia. The new President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen 
already mentioned the urge for the Union to match its economic weight with political influence, 
which is a promising starting point. Although the new diplomacy chief Josep Borrell may be less 
assertive than his predecessor, he is also known as a fervent defender of a rules-based global 
order, multilateralism, as well as sensitive to environmental challenges and human rights. Borrell 
also displays interest in Europe - Asia relations, as stated during his first ASEM Meeting in 
Madrid, shortly after taking office in December 2019, which focused on “sustainable 
connectivity”.  

If Europe wants to play a more meaningful role in regional political and security affairs, it would 
be difficult to stay outside the current Indo-Pacific debate. Whichever terminology will Brussels 
decide to adopt in the end, it cannot ignore the mounting strategic rivalry and the danger it 
represents for regional stability and its own security interests. Joining forces with those who share 
the same concerns is natural; and the Indo-Pacific is an ideal common playground.  

On ASEAN’s side, the fate of the strategic partnership is now critically depending on the 
willingness of individual countries to rise above their bilateral tensions with the EU and 
acknowledge the benefits of bi-regional cooperation in the bigger geostrategic picture.  

The EU - ASEAN Strategic Partnership should be more than a symbolic, political goal, or simply 
a willy-nilly next step to mark the decades of rapprochement efforts. Cooperation on 
multilateralism, maritime security, climate change or the fight against terrorism is an important 
foundation of the current relationship. But if this aspires to be truly “strategic”, Brussels and 
Jakarta need to realize that they also share a key common interest: ensuring stability in Indo-
Pacific against the backdrop of great power politics.   
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knowhow, EU is still on the fringe without being a strategic partner? It is an obnoxious frequently 
asked question that needs to be asked and answered. This time the answer is more interesting. 

Brussels now is in a hurry to make sure that EU is in the strategic games in the Indo-Pacific region. 
In the past, the EU focused only on China, Japan, and India as the Asian great powers. Its efforts 
to strengthen ties with both China and Japan simultaneously are facing difficulties as the No. 2 
and No. 3 are no longer on amicable terms as before. Brussels realizes that better ties with them 
would facilitate its relations with ASEAN. The free trade deal last July between EU and Japan, 
the world’s largest free trade bloc, put a positive spin and sense of urgency on ASEAN attitude 
toward the EU. 

Now, the EU and ASEAN are discussing whether the free trade agreement between the two 
should begin again after the region-to-region negotiation was launch in 2007. After two years of 
intense works, they agreed to pause while Brussels decided to seek bilateral deals. Singapore was 
first to do the free trade deal with EU in 2012 after two years of talks.  In 2012, the EU made a 
political decision to begin negotiate with Vietnam and completed it in 2015 after 14 rounds of 
negotiations. In the case of Thailand, it was launched in 2012 and talks discontinued due to 
political turmoils. Now, both sides are working on the deal. 

In retrospect, the EU could have been the eight strategic partnership after New Zealand in 2015. 
But somehow EU decided to link up its strategic partner’s status with its membership in the 
leader-only, East Asia Summit. In the ASEAN, it had to be a step by step process. 

Now the EU agenda for ASEAN has ever-expanding with stronger strategic-oriented pathways. 
To be an effective game-changer in the region at this pivotal moment, EU wants to join the 
ASEAN Defense Ministerial Meeting Plus like other dialogue partners as well. If possible, EU 
would like to have a one plus one with ASEAN defense ministers to discuss things Europeans 
can do that other dialogue partners such as China, Japan and the US could not do. 

One more area that EU would like to cooperate is connectivity, the buzzword of the day. With so 
many connectivity plans from China, Japan, South Korea, and other countries, the EU senses that 
it is missing out on the big picture. It is still early to say what sorts of initiatives and action plan 
the EU and ASEAN could do in this area. 

Among the EU bureaucrats, China’s rise and its networks of connectivity really worry them 
unless they seriously engage ASEAN in ways that illustrate a new attitude and approach. Since 
2014, the EU diplomacy towards Southeast Asia under Foreign Minister Federica Mogherini, the 
EU-ASEAN ties have made tangible progress, which is expected to continue under new 
leadership. 

With EU President Donald Tusk attended the EAS in Manila November 2017, it changed the 
dynamics of their relations in positive ways. For the first time, both sides managed to issue a joint 
statement on climate change, much to the chagrins of the US, which has withdrawn from the 
Paris Climate Change accord. In the future, there are more joint efforts on non-traditional threats. 
The EU president was not invited during Singapore's chairmanship. 
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As the ASEAN-EU ties are getting stronger, new issues such as the Rakhine crisis and Cambodia’s 
domestic development prove to be a big impediment that can slow down the progress.  EU 
learned valuable lessons from their experience engagements with ASEAN individual members 
that value-approach has its own pros and cons. Today it is important to adopt strategic patience 
before any final decision is being done. 
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during Cold War,10 throughout the world. As such, hegemons would come to define the borders 
of regions and their regional organizations, and heavily shape their respective regional 
institutions, norms as well as the behaviour of their member states.  

Inter-regnum 

A different interpretation pf the structural changes world politics are undergoing right now 
posits that we are currently witnessing a transitional phase – an inter-regnum. Whilst the result 
of the power transition remains yet to be seen, the inter-regnum is characterized as more multi-
polar than bi-polar. One reason is that, while military prowess remains an important power 
resource, it is overall a less important determinant of the structure of the international system 
than during the Cold War. During the Cold War deterrence, especially nuclear deterrence 
massively shaped the overall systemic structure of international affairs. While still a key 
determinant in the policy field of traditional (military) security and defence, it is nonetheless 
much less easily convertible into power and influence in other policy fields. A second major factor 
is that, unlike during bloc-based world of the Cold War, we are seeing a de-alignment of security 
and economic relations in the 21st century. During the Cold War security relations paralleled 
economic relations with these alignments centralized on the two superpowers. Nowadays 
economic relations no longer necessarily align with security relations and vice versa. 
Accordingly, more countries have more relations with one another on a wider range of issues. To 
be sure, some bilateral relationships will certainly remain more important than others, but few 
states perceive their strategic and economic interests strictly aligned with a single great power. 
Many Southeast Asian states favour close security ties with the U.S., but at the same time have 
made China their top trading partner for imports as well exports. At the same time, Japan, 
Australia as well as several European powers have has emerged as key providers of ODA to 
Southeast Asia. Similarly, in Europe leading Western European countries including Germany, 
and France NATO members yet at the same time joined the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) despite U.S. opposition. 

That said the structurally the inter-regnum might resemble less of a hub-and-spoke system than 
it might resemble something akin to a spider web. Economic relations or security relations might 
not be centered vertically on one or two major player anymore; instead, they might evolve much 
more in a multi-polar manner. In addition, intra-regional horizontal ties appear grow in their 
importance, too. This is very much already observable in Europe with regard to EU foreign policy 
making. The creation of the European External Action Service (EEAS) and of the High 
Representative were meant to boost coherence and lead member states towards speaking with a 
single voice in foreign affairs. However, many recent interactions in foreign affairs among EU 
member states are not in line with this assumption. What one can observe is a tendency among 
certain member states to work in smaller, informal groupings. These are commonly referred to 
as ‘like-minded’, minilateral groupings etc. and are essentially informal, ad hoc, issue-based 
coalitions of member states. They often retain network-attributes in that they lack any formal 
contract, decision-making procedure, enforcing mechanisms, or formal agenda. In addition, 
while these informal groupings do aim to influence the EU as a whole, this is not necessary any 

10 Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005). 
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longer the primary goal. Hence, the EU is increasingly becoming one frame for member states’ 
foreign policy coordination among others.11 In ASEAN, which never aspired to forge a common 
foreign and security policy in the first place, informal groupings, sub-regional trilateralisms, and 
minilateralisms are the rule rather than the exception.12 The underlying issue hereby is that 
regional organizations, be it ASEAN or the EU, are often perceived to have underperformed, i.e. 
the EU’s perceived paralysis in Syria and Libya, or ASEAN’s perceived ineffectiveness in the 
Rohingya crisis, the South China Sea conflict or the Sars epidemic.  

What could this mean for the EU and ASEAN? 

First, I would argue the “pawns in the great power game” scenario appears hyperbolic to an 
extent. So far the observable structural changes point more towards a more multi-polar order 
than a new Cold War. Intra-regional relations, be it the realm of security or economic affairs, 
might become less hierarchically structured than before. Thus, it does not seem likely for the time 
being that regional organizations will come under some sort of hegemonic regionalism 
resembling the Cold War era.  

Secondly, the aforementioned changes could nonetheless trigger a crisis of the prevalent regional 
organizations in Europe and Southeast Asia. This is because regional integration processes 
especially in security realm historically driven by the regionally most powerful states. In Europe 
it has historically been the French-German partnership, in Southeast Asia Indonesia has long been 
regarded as some sort of primus inter pares and driver of regional integration processes. 
However, in a spider web their power to steer regional affairs becomes diminished. In the spider 
web, it is the concomitance of vertical and horizontal relations, which at times even can cut across 
regions, which limit the ability of a small number of regional or extra-regional powers to attain 
regional hegemony. This in turn, might result in an increasingly porous regionalism, and a 
weakening of regional institutions at the expense of ad hoc cooperation, minilateralisms, and so-
called coalitions of the willing.  

This is not to argue that these new arrangements, would they ever become the dominant regional 
modus operandi, would work well or would in fact be desirable. Yet as some of the changes I 
sketched out above do already present ample challenges for regional organizations like the EU 
and ASEAN I consider them at the least worthy of study in order to enhance our understanding 
of the challenges that could confront the EU and ASEAN in the future.  

11 Tom Delreux and Stephan Keukeleire, “Informal Division of Labour in EU Foreign Policy-Making,” Journal of European Public 
Policy 24, no. 10 (October 27, 2017): 1471–90, https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2016.1216151; Aniseh Bassiri Tabrizi, “Informal 
Groups of States: A Growing Role in EU Foreign Policy After Brexit?,” The RUSI Journal 163, no. 4 (July 4, 2018): 62–70, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03071847.2018.1522046. 

12 Jürgen Haacke, ASEAN’s Diplomatic and Security Culture: Origins, Development and Prospects (Routledge, 2003); Geoffrey B. 
Cockerham, “Regional Integration in ASEAN: Institutional Design and the ASEAN Way,” East Asia 27, no. 2 (2009): 165–85, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12140-009-9092-1. 
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