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The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM): 

Towards a New Euro-Asian Relationship? 

I. Introduction

On March 1 and 2, 1996 twenty-six European and Asian leaders came together in Bangkok 

for an unprecedented meeting. Represented in Bangkok were the fifteen member states of 

the European Union', the European Commission through its President, the seven members 

of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)2 plus China, South Korea, and Ja

pan. Bangkok was an atternpt to rebuild a rela tionship that was marred in recent years by 

frequent clashes over human rights, democracy, environmental issues, and trade. In Bang

kok both sides set aside these differences, focussing instead on the interests they had in 

comrnon. The meeting thus ended on an essentially positive note. Some observers even went 

so far as to predict the flowering of a relationship that in the end could emulate the success

ful Trans-Pacific cooperation under the auspices of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC). 3 While the prospects for a closer Asian-European cooperation may have indeed be

come much brighter after Bangkok, the significance of this relationship is only slowly being 

appreciated by the European public. This at least is the cogent conclusion, if European me

dia and academic interest in the event is used as the yardstick. 4 lt is therefore the purpose of 

this paper to provide background information on Asian-European relations in general and 

the Bangkok Sumrnit in particular, including a detailed analysis of the interests involved on 

both sides. The paper basically argues that the momentum in Euro-Asian relations is in

creasingly tilting to the Asian side. 

The study begins with a brief introduction of the cornerstones of Asian-European coopera

tion: The European Union (EU) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

(Chapter Two). This is followed by a short account of Asian-European relations up to the 

eve of the Bangkok Sumrnit (Chapter Three). ,,Preludes to Bangkok" (Chapter Four) fo

cuses on the preparatory phase of the summit by analyzing the motives of both sides for the 

meeting as weil as the interests and objectives of the participants. Chapter Five summarizes 

1 
Members of the EU are Austria, Belgium. Denmark, the Federal Repub!ic of Germany, Finland, France, 

Greece, Ireland, l taly, Luxembourg, the Ne1herlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. 
2 

ASEAN members are Brunci, lndonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
3 APEC has at present eighteen members: ASEAN (minus Vietnam), the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand,
Japan, South Korea, the People's Republic of China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Mexico, and Chile. The second sum
mit, held in November 1994 in Bogor, however agrccd on a three-year moratorium for the admission of new 
members. lnterested in becoming new members are Vietnam, !ndia, Pakistan, Russia, and Latin American coun
tries such as Colombia and Peru. See S1raits Times, 28 February 1996, p. 14. 
4 

Even prestigious academic publications such as the „.Jahrbuch der Europäischen fnlegration" (Ycarbook of 

European Integration) did not devote a separate chapter to the EU's relations with Asia so far, although ample 
space is given to the analysis of the Union's external relations. See Werner Weidenfeld/Wolfgang Wesse!s 
(Hrsg.), .Jahrbuch der Europäischen /11tewu1ion 1994195, Bonn: Europa Union Verlag, 1995. 
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the achievements and results of ASEM. Policy recommendations for strengthening Euro

pean relations with Asia are offered in Chapter Six. The paper concludes with a brief dis

cussion of the possible impact of interregional summits such as ASEM or APEC on the un

folding new world order and the structure of international relations (Chapter Seven). 

II. EU and Asia -- Diverse Approaches Towards Cooperation

When, in 1957, France, the Federal Republic of Gerrnany, ltaly, the Netherlands, Belgium, 

and Luxembourg concluded the Treaties of Rome a new era dawned in European politics. 

Although more ambitious plans for a United States of Europe had to be discarded after the 

French rejection of the project of a European Defence Community in 1954, the Treaties of 

Rome paved the way for an incrernentalist rnodel of integration that rested on increasing co

operation in specific policy areas. Economic cooperation subsequently became the engine of 

European integration which from the very beginning required member states to transfer 

pieces of national sovereignty to the supranational institutions of the then European Eco

nomic Community (EEC). Today the European Union (EU)5 has become the most integrated 

regional organization world-wide. 

The idea of an integrated Europe is not new. As early as the 1920s farsighted politicians 

such as German Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann and his French counterpart Aristide 

Briand k:new that only cooperation could pave the way for peaceful neighborliness among 

the major continental powers. But it took another world war before Europeans began to re

alize that unbridled nationalism and hegemonic designs had not only ended their role as 

global powers but -- even worse -- also completely destroyed their economies. Under tbe 

leadership of committed Europeans of the first hour such as Jean Monnet, Henri Spaak, Al

cide de Gasperi, and Konrad Adenauer a European movement with firm popular roots 

emerged. 6 When after 1947 in the unfolding Cold War the United Stares designed their 

containment policy vis-a-vis the Soviet Union, they could build on these foundations. 7 This 

was the reason that the European Recovery Plan (ERP) -- better k:nown as Marshall-Plan -

explicitly required for its implementation the creation of European institutions. 8

The Soviet threat and the American containrnent policy gave the European idea an explicit 

security dimension, thus seemingly supporting the widely shared belief that cooperation 

5 After the ratification of the Treaty of Maastricht in late 1992, the European Community was renamed Euro
pean Union. 
6 See Hans von der Groebcn, Die Europiiische Gemeinschaft, in: Karl Kaiser/Hans-Peter Schwarz (eds.), Welt
politik. Strukturen - Akteure - Perspektiven, Bonn: Schriftenreihe der Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 
1985,pp. 361-377. 

7 See Walter Lipgens, Die Europabewegung, in: l lans-Petcr Schwarz (ed.), Handbuch der deutschen Außenpoli
tik, München: Piper 1975, pp. 675-678. 
K See Walter Lipgens, Die Bundesrepublik und der Zusammenschluß Westeuropas, in: Hans-Peter Schwarz 
(ed.J, 1-/andbuc:h der deutschen A 11/Jenpulitik, München: Piper 1975, p. 682. 
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is loose and entails utmost flexibility for tbe members to implement rather vague policy 

resolutions which mainly consist of broadly defined principles. 

Such differing concepts of cooperation cannot be without impact on the expectations to

wards interregional interactions and its results. The EU is forced to recognize that it has lost 

its self-styled model function and that, if it hopes to gain from interregional cooperation 

with Asians, it has to adapt to a culturally different style of cooperation. 

m. The Road to Bangkok

ASEAN has presently ten dialogue partners, the EU, the US, Canada, Japan, Australia, 

New Zealand, and South Korea. At the Fifth Summit of ASEAN in Bangkok it was agreed 

in principle to accept India as the eighth dialogue partner, Russia and China were admitted 

at the 29th AMM in Jakarta in July 1996. 33 ASEAN meets with its dialogue partners on an 

annual basis under tbe auspices of the so-called Postministerial Conferences (PMC) which 

are held immediately after the AMM. The meetings are organized on the basis of a 6+7 

forrnat (witb the admission of Vietnam changed to 7 + 7) and -- until 1994 -- additional 

6+ l-meetings. 34 Until 1991, mainly economic and trade issues were discussed at the PMCs. 

In recent years security issues were added. 35

The EU is the first of ASEAN's interregional partners. ASEAN-EU relations can be traced 

back to the early 1970s. lt was ASEAN which took the initiative, mainly due to fears of 

losing Commonwealth preferences after the British accession to the EC in 1973. 36 In 1972 

ASEAN established a Special Coordinating Cornn1ittee with the objective of conducting an 

institutionalized dialogue with the EC. The ASEAN Brussels Cornn1ittee (ABC) was created 

in the sarne year. Composed of ASEAN diplomatic representatives accredited to the EC, it 

served as a liaison body in Brussels and as ASEAN's ear at the pulse of European affairs. 

Later additional ambassadorial committees were established in Bonn, Paris, and London, 

which met on an annual basis with the host country's foreign minister. Similarly, the EC, 

too, established such committees in ASEAN capitals. 37 Since 1972 ASEAN also enjoys ac-

33 
See Handelsblall, 19 July 1996, p. 8. 

34 With the latest extension of the dialogue parrners to 1en, euch dialogue partner can only talk to one foreign
minister, who is accompanied by senior officials of the six other ASEAN member states. See Financial Times, 
26 July 1996, p. 4. 
35 On the external relations of ASEAN see Barbara Dreis/Susanne Nicolette Strauß, Die Außenbeziehungen der 
ASEAN. Vom Juniorpartner zum einflußreichen pazifischen Akteur. in: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 8 13-
14/95, 24. März 1995, pp. 13-19. 
36 

See Andreas Gerlach, Europa und die „vier Tiger" -- eine wechselseitige Herausforderung, Bochum: Univer
sitätsverlag Dr. N. ßrockmeyer 1993, p. 133: Klaus-Albrecht Prctzell, Die ASEA N vor der ersten Gipfelkonfer
enz Asien-Europa, in: Siidostasien aktuell, März 1996, p. 163. 
37 

See Hans H. lndorf, ASEAN in Extra-Regional Perspective, in: Contempora,y Southeast Asia, Yol. 9, No. 2, 
September 1987, and Manfred Mols, EG-ASEAN. Ein Modell interregionaler Zusammenarbeit?, in: integration, 
Vol. 12, No. 3, 1989, pp. 127-139. 
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meeting, the Europe-East Asia Economic Summit organized by the Swiss-based World Eco

nomic Forum in Singapore, to launch his proposal of a Europe-Asia summit. 110 The idea 

was agreed upon in principle, and in May 1995 European and Asian governments finally 

fixed March 1996 as the date for such a sumrnit. 111 

IV. Preludes to Bangkok

On the European side, motivations for improved relations with Asia were pretty clear: eco

nomic recession and a sense of lost opportunity had changed priorities from political issues 

to an economic agenda. But why were Asian nations so keen on building a new relationship 

with Europe? Several factors must be taken into account. 

Despite sluggish economic growth and a declining share in Asia's trade, Europe is still a 

major market for Asian products. 112 The widely shared belief in Europe that Asia is an in

creasingly serious competitor for trade and investments may lead to deepening protectionist 

sentiments in the Union, especially if new, economically weaker members from Eastern 

Europe are admitted in the near future. ASEAN fears of growing European protectionism 

are exacerbated by moves of the European Comrnission to end the tariff concessions 

ASEAN countries have enjoyed in the last twenty-four years.113 In 1992 the EC's GSP 

scheme enhanced market access to Europe for some 72 percent of Asian exports. 114 Al

tbough Asian interventions have slowed down the phasing out of the concessions, the EU 

revised its GSP scheme for manufacrured products in 1995. The new scheme includes a 

,,graduation mechanism", under which the economically more advanced developing coun

tries gradually lose GSP benefits. Asian countries such as Singapore, South Korea, Malay

sia, and Thailand will be the first affected by this change. 115

Even more disadvantageous for Asia will it be, however, if stiffening European protection

ism is accompanied by particularistic regional free trade agreements like those envisioned 

with MERCOSUR116 , Mexico117 , Mediterranean countries118

, Eastern Europe, Russia, and 

110 See The Straits Time.1·, 6 January 1995. p. 6.
111 See The Straits Times, 4 May 1995, p. 9.
112 As convincingly argued by Riidigcr Machetzki. See his „Europas Bedeutsamkeit für Ostasien. Wider einige
iibliche Argumente", in: Sildustasien aktuell, März 1996, pp. 166-168. Especially for Asia's developing coun
lries, Europe is still the most important market after the US. See Commission of the European Communities, 
Towards a New Asia Strategy. ßrussels. 13 July J 994, p. 15. 
113 See Far /;;astern Econo111ic Review, 6 Octobcr 1994, pp. 15-16.
114 Commission of the Europcan Communi1ics, Towards a New Asia S1ra1egy, Brussels, 13 July 1994, p. 6.
115 European Union, The Europeun Union and Asia, ßrussels 1996, p. 4; interview information, Jakarta, March
1996. See also rccent disagrcements over 1he wi1hdrawal of tariff concessions under the new GSP scheme, af
fccting ASEAN farm products such as rrozen shrimps, canned tuna. canned pineapple, palmoil, and coconut oil. 
Bangkok Post, 28 August 1996. p. ß 1: n1e Straits Ti111es. 28 August 1996, p. 16. 
116 See Jakarta Post. 27 Fcbruary 1996. p. 5.
117 See Ha11delsh/a11. 22 May 1996. p. 3.













tinue to consolidate their „fortress", so the message, Asian countries may respond in kind 

by converting APEC into a regional trading bloc. 153 The notion of a „fortress Europe", that 

increasingly resorts to protectionist policies, was also behind other Asian demands: par

ticularly high on the agenda figured calls for an ending of antidumping practices. In reject

ing European moves to link trade with social standards and ecological issues Asian delega

tions repeated an old position. Finally, Asians were interested in receiving new European 

commitments for investments and technology transfers to the region. 

On the European agenda the most important itern was the intensification of trade and ob

taining a better foothold on Asian markets. There was also considerable interest in strength

ening European investments in Asia, but this issue was linked to European overtures to draft 

a multilateral investment code similar to that being discussed by tbe OECD. Europeans also 

sought Asian support for the forthcoming WTO-ministerial conference scheduled to meet in 

Singapore in December 1996 and for defining common positions for earlier negotiations on 

the liberalization of services in the finance, telecommunication, and maritime transport sec

tors. The EU hopes to gain major Asian concessions for further Iiberalization in these sec

tors. Europeans were also interested in better protection of patents and intellectual property 

rights by Asian countries -- especially China -- and less discriminatory bidding procedures 

for public works projects. 

V. The Summit and its Results

The summit discussions were dominated by economic themes. The most delicate issue 

threatening the success of the meeting, East Timor, was skillfully bilateralized by the Thai 

hosts. At the end of a presummit welcorne dinner, the Thai's arranged an impromptu

meeting between Portuguese Prime Minister Antonio Guterres and Indonesian President Su

harto. lt was the first meeting of leaders of the two states since lndonesia annexed East 

Timor in 1975. For a short time it even appeared that some movement would come into the 

stalemate positions. At the meeting with Suharto Guterres proposed that Indonesia should 

free jailed East Timor resistance leader Jose Xanana Gusmao and guarantee human rights in 

the former Portuguese colony. Portugal would respond by restoring partial diplomatic rela

tions with lndonesia. 154 

While some observers somewhat prematurely spoke of a breakthrough in Portuguese

lndonesian relations, lndonesia reacted guardedly and suggested that the Portuguese propos

als be put on the agenda for the next rouncl of the UN-brokered East Timor consultations in 

Geneva in June. 155 Days after the summit, however, Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali Alatas 

153 See Jakarta Post, 16 Fcbruary 1996. p. 8: 1/cmdelsblatt, 19 February 1996, p. 8 
154 Under this proposal Portugal woulcl station Portuguese diplomats in the embassy of a friendly third country in 
Jakarta, while lndoncsia would do the samc in thc Porluguese capital. See Bangkok Post, 2 March 1996, p. 1. 
155 See International l leralcl li-ibune, 2 March 1996, p. 5. 
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imports are affected by such sanctions. 182 In the past, especially China, Japan, and South 

Korea have been the targets of EU antidumping measures. 183 

Unsuccessful were Thailand's efforts to secure European participation in the Mekong Basin 

development project aimed at accelerating the socioeconomic development of the Indochi

nese Peninsula. That the initial European response has been cautious, may have several rea

sons: first, Mekong Basin development is basically seen as a project primarily benefitting 

Thailand. The fifty-four dam projects planned in the region will undoutbedly supply Thai

land with urgently needed energy, but Jeave the project sites in Laos, Burma, Yunnan, 

Cambodia, and Vietnam with the environmental fall out and serious social problems. Most 

of these projects will be Iocated in Laos, which is already seen by observers as becoming 

the „battery of Asia" . 184 And, second, as Asian economies grow by leaps and bounds, there 

is an increasing feeling that the burden of correcting regional imbalances must be borne to a 

much greater extent than hitherto by the region itself. Europe, in return, was seeking con

tributions from Asia for the reconstruction of former Yugoslavia. So far, only South Korea 

has responded with a symbolic contribution of US $ 1 million. 185

VI. Towards A European Asia Strategy

The following sections do not pretend to outline a blueprint for future European activities in 

Asia. As this has already been done elsewhere, there is no need to reinvent the wheel. With 

its Asia strategy, the EU has submitted a comprehensive policy framework which, if im

plemented together with the work program agreed at ASEM, may indeed give Asian

European relations a push. But the success of the EU's Asia policy is not so much a ques

tion of innovative strategies. To a much greater extent it is a question of intensity, continu

ity, commitment, and cultural empathy. 

The EU' s Asia paper presents a wide array of objectives, priorities, justifications, instru

ments, and strategies. lt is thus beyond the scope of this analysis to discuss the paper in all 

its ramifications. Where in the following sections policy proposals are made, they will focus 

only on aspects that may need greater emphasis or may complement the EU's policy paper. 

Nevertheless, before turning to major aspects of the EU's Asia strategy, a few general as

sessments are in order. 

182 Interview information, Jakarlil, March 1996. See also European Union, Press Release on ASEM, p. 10.
183 Between 1987 and 1992 Japan was the target of twenty-one antidumping measures of the EU, China in
twenty cases, South Korea seventeen, and Turkey fifleen. See Matthias Bauermeister, Die Japan-Politik der EG
vor dem Hintergrund asymmetrischer Wirtschaftsbeziehungen. in: Wilfried von Bredow/Thomas Jäger (eds.), 
Japan. Europa, USA. We/Jpulitische Ku11s1ellarion der 90er Jahre, Opladen: Leske und Budrich 1994, p. 128. 
184 See Asian Wall S1ree1 .loumal, 4 March 1996, p. 1. 
1�5 See Far Easlern Econvmic Rel'iew. 14 March 1996. p. 17.
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dates as a process with an expanding number of projects and areas of cooperation. 

Europe should use such a process of creeping institutionalization to accommodate future 

ASEM institutions. Especially Bonn with its envisioned role as a North-South-Center

could be a good location for ASEM institutions. Europe (and Germany, in particular) 

should also try to attract major events of the ASEM process as part of an effort to publi

cize and popularize national and EU Asia policies. 

VII. ASEM and International Politics

The paper concludes with an attempt to assess the impact of ASEM on international rela

tions in more general terms. Five major aspects deserve attention: 

• ASEM is another indication of the rise of a new type of forum in international relations.

In the Future, international relations will be increasingly shaped by regional actors such

as the EU, ASEAN, NAFTA, MERCOSUR, and (possibly) EAEC. Their fora will be

interregional groupings such as APEC, ASEM, and ARF. Interregional dialogues add a

new layer of policy-making to the international system and are thus an additional phe

nomenon of „complex interdependence" .253 

With the emergence of interregional dialogues at least five major policy-making levels

can be identified in the international arena:

■ global regimes and global multilateral fora (such as GATT, WTO, nonprolifera

tion, Convention of the Sea, environment, social development, habitat etc.),

■ interregional dialogues (such as APEC, ASEM, and, possibly, in the future, the

Indian Ocean Cooperation and rhe emerging links between ASEAN and MERCO

SUR),

■ regional groupings (such as the EU, ASEAN, NAFTA, SAARC, MERCOSUR,

etc.),

■ subregional groupings (such as Sijori, EAGA etc.)

■ bilateral relations.

Among these five layers region-based interactions (layers two to four) are becoming in

creasingly crucial for international relations, while global multilateral fora and bilateral 

relations are declining in importance. Due to an ever increasing number of international 

acwrs, their heterogeneity of imeresrs, and the growing complexity of policy fields it is 

becoming more and more tli!Ticult ro reach a consensus at multilateral global fora. Here 

the smallcst common denominator reigns hut also phenomena such as freeriding" and 
� » 

253 
For thc conccpt of „compkx in1cr(kpcndcnce·· sec R.O. Keohane/J.S. Nye, Power and lnterdependence. 

Wor/tl l'olilics in Transilw11. ßoston and l oro1110: Lit1le. ßrown and Company, 1977. 
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ABC 

ACP 

AEEMM 

AEMM 

AFTA 

AIPO 

AMM 

APA 

APEC 

ARF 

ASEAN 

ASEAN-CCI 

ASEM 
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CEPT 

CER 

CSCAP 

CSCE 

CUESP 

EAEC 

EAGA 

EBIC 

EBRD 

EC 

ECIP 

ECU 

EEC 

EG 

ASEAN Brussels Committee 

African-Caribbean-Pacific Nations 

ASEAN-European Economic Ministers' Meeting 

Annual Economic Minister's Meeting 

ASEAN Free Trade Area 

ASEAN Inter-Parliamentarian Union 

Annual Ministerial Meeting 

Asia Pacific Committee (Asien-Pazifik-Ausschuß) 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 

ASEAN Regional Forum 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

ASEAN Chambers of Commerce and Industry 

Asia Europe Meeting 

Confidence Building Measures 

Common Effective Preferential Tariff 

Closer Economic Relations 

Cornmon Security Cooperation Asia-Pacific 

Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe 

Chulalongkorn University European Study Program 

East Asian Economic Caucus 

East ASEAN Growth Area 

European Business Information Center 

Europcan Bank for Reconstruction and Developrnent 

European Comrnunity 

European Community Investment Partnership 

European Currency Unit 

European Economic Community 

Europäische Gemeinschaft (European Community) 
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