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In 2006, the European Commission approved 
the Global Europe Communication, first step in 
a new trade policy envisaging ambitious and 
far-reaching bilateral free trade agreements 
(FTAs) with priority partners having significant 
market potential.  
Asia is an emerging market that will soon 
become the largest economic region in the 
world. Its bilateral trade with the European 
Union is now larger than its trade with the US, 
and it continues to grow. 
A "new generation" free trade agreement has 
already been concluded with South Korea, and 
provisionally entered into force in July 2011. 
Agreements with India, Singapore and 
Malaysia could be signed before the end of 
2012, while negotiations and talks with several 
other Asian states continue. 
The goal of strengthening cooperation and 
increasing trade with these strategic partners 
will be achieved despite some disagreement 
on sensitive issues (such as automotive and 
textile sectors) and opposition from civil 
society and specific sectors. 
However, the European Union is not the only 
international actor looking to expand its trade 
relationship with Asia.  

 

 
For additional information, please see the 
complementary Library Statistical Spotlight 
'EU-Asia trade relations beyond China.' 

In this briefing: 

 A shift to Asia 

 EU-Asia trade figures 

 Country by country 

 Future perspectives  

A shift to Asia 

Deepening relations with dynamic 
emerging economies and establishing 
synergies with global and regional players is 
a key objective for the European Union. 

Asia is the subject of a strategic framework 
for enhanced partnership with the EU. Apart 
from high-level political talks and support 
for democracy and development, fostering 
bilateral trade has recently emerged as one 
of the most important objectives.  Asian 
growth has indeed been remarkable, and 
therefore the EU has taken an active 
approach towards encouraging business 
with the local economies. 

This goal is to be achieved through a "new 
generation" of free trade agreements (FTAs). 
The Commission's 2006 Global Europe 
Communication set out its policy of building 
strong and far-reaching agreements, going 
beyond WTO rules. It especially targeted 
those emerging countries which could 
represent important markets for the EU.  
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Failure to make progress in the multilateral 
Doha negotiations and the trend of US trade 
policy towards bilateral agreements has led 
to a change of approach from the EU. 
Moreover, political considerations requiring 
stronger links with Asia, have shifted the 
focus towards concluding bilateral FTAs. 

The European Union has identified Asia as a 
priority because of the market potential in 
terms of size and growth, and because of 
the current high levels of protection against 
EU exports, in both tariff and non-tariff 
barriers. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/Statistical_spotlight_EU_Asia_trade_relations_beyond_China.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&type_doc=COMfinal&an_doc=2001&nu_doc=469
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&type_doc=COMfinal&an_doc=2001&nu_doc=469
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/october/tradoc_130376.pdf
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/october/tradoc_130376.pdf
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Moreover, EU investors and exporters in the 
region have been putting pressure on 
Brussels to increase its presence in the area 
and to make better use of the possibilities of 
relevant agreements. For these reasons, 
from 2006 onwards, the EU has planned and 
launched negotiations for a number of FTAs.  

EU-Asia trade figures 

Asia is an emerging market, having in the 
past decade doubled its share of the global 
economy in terms of GDP and increased its 
competitiveness. It is expected that Asia will 
soon account for one-third of the world 
economy, and by 2030 it will become the 
largest economic region. The EU is an 
increasingly important economic partner, 
with trade estimated at €1 trillion. With one-
quarter of EU exports going to Asia and one-
third of our imports coming from the region, 
Asia's trade with the EU remains about 25% 
higher than its trade with the US1. 

From the EU's perspective, exports to Asia 
have risen by 109% since 2000 and imports 
from Asia by 81% in the same period2. 

The European Union is the world's largest 
trading entity in goods. In Asia, the leading 
traders are China, the south-east Asian 
(ASEAN) bloc3 and Japan, with Korea and 
India accounting for lower volumes of trade. 
The same pattern is seen for trade in 
commercial services, and for foreign direct 
investment.  

China, Japan and ASEAN are amongst the 
EU's most important trading partners 
globally, after the US. From the other side, 
the EU is often the biggest trading partner 
of these Asian partners. However, EU 
services trade with Asian countries is low in 
comparison to trade in goods. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: EU27 trade with Asia4 in billion euros 
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Source: Eurostat 

Europe–Asia bilateral trade flows have 
increased by more than 50% in recent years. 
Europe is the biggest source of foreign 
investment in Asia and, while recovering 
from the economic crisis, needs Asian 
investors itself. The European Union's 
commitment and the international 
normative toolbox (i.e. that of the World 
Trade Organisation, WTO) are crucial in 
ensuring that Asian growth continues and 
bilateral relations deepen. However, since 
Asian countries have bound most of their 
tariffs5, or have different levels of tariff 
bindings, they have had limited scope for 
tariff reductions. This has made it difficult for 
other trade partners, such as the EU to gain 
greater access to their markets. 

Country by country 

The provisions of the free trade agreements 
(FTAs) the EU envisages with Asian countries 
go beyond trade in goods and services. They 
would deal with non-tariff barriers, 
liberalisation, sustainable development and 
other topics not traditionally seen as trade 
issues. However, the content varies from 
case to case, as there is not a "one size fits 
all" approach.  
Since negotiations are held behind closed 
doors, few details on specific issues have 
been disclosed. The state of play in 
negotiations varies from case to case, 
depending on the peculiarities of the 
respective partner countries  

South Korea 
The European Union has already signed a 
Free Trade Agreement with South Korea, 

http://seacoop.eu/files/2010/03/NewBusinessOpportunitiesForEUInASEANarea.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:127:0006:1343:EN:PDF
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which came into force provisionally in July 
2011. The biggest trade deal ever agreed by 
the EU removes almost all import duties 
(98.7% within five years6) while also 
eliminating non-tariff barriers in the 
automotive, pharmaceutical, electronic and 
medical devices fields. The agreement also 
includes provisions on liberalisation of trade 
in services, competition, procurement, 
intellectual property rights, regulatory 
transparency, cultural cooperation and 
sustainable development. 

The comprehensiveness of the agreement 
and the extent of the liberalisation have 
been welcomed by commentators, although 
some issues remain contentious in the 
automotive and chemicals sectors. Data 
show an increase in bilateral trade already. 
EU exports have seen a 19% increase while 
Korean exports to the EU have risen by 
17%7. In July 2011, the EU even enjoyed a 
trade surplus with Korea for the first time in 
ten years8. 

India 
With India, negotiations were launched in 
2007 and are now focusing on contentious 
issues. These include generic medicines, the 
automotive sector, public procurement, 
wines and spirits, services and sustainable 
development. The latter is particularly 
controversial as a result of Indian opposition 
to provisions in this area. Businesses from 
both sides support the negotiations, while 
civil society, social movements and NGOs 
are particularly critical of certain aspects, 
which they consider go against the 
promotion of development and the fight 
against poverty. However, the EU and India 
would like to strike a deal before the end of 
2012, even though persisting differences 
remain. The Korean agreement is expected 
to serve as a model for the "new generation" 
FTA with India. 

Singapore 
Talks with Singapore have been running 
since 2010, and few issues (financial services, 
geographical indications, rules of origin and 
tariff and non-tariff obstacles) remain to be 

settled before a successful conclusion is 
announced, possibly in late 2012. 

Malaysia 
Another Free Trade Agreement which may 
be concluded in 2012 is that with Malaysia. 
Negotiations were launched in 2010 and the 
eighth round took place in Kuala Lumpur in 
September. Sensitive issues are found in the 
services sector, automotive products and 
public procurement. A Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement (PCA) is also being 
negotiated. 

Japan 
Concerning Japan, a "scoping exercise" has 
been completed, and the European 
Commission suggested to the Council to 
open negotiations on 18 July. The European 
Parliament endorsed the talks but warned 
about barriers in key sectors, such as the 
automotive one. 

ASEAN 
ASEAN is planning to strengthen its trade 
relationship with the EU and would like to 
resume talks on a bloc-to-bloc FTA, blocked 
since 2007 because of the situation in 
Myanmar and because of the differing 
situations of its member countries. 

German Chancellor Angela Merkel has 
recently urged the EU to establish a Free 
Trade Agreement with South-east Asia. 

Philippines 
The EU's Commissioner for Trade earlier this 
year declared that the EU is to conclude a 
Free Trade Agreement with the Philippines. 
An impact assessment study and a "scoping 
exercise" are under way. On 11 July a 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 
was signed to deepen political dialogue and 
foster closer cooperation on other issues. 

Indonesia 
The EU and Indonesia have still to ratify their 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement, 
but are already looking forward: the launch 
of free trade agreement negotiations is 
envisaged. 

http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110179REV1-EU-India-removing-trade-hurdles.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110179REV1-EU-India-removing-trade-hurdles.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110179REV1-EU-India-removing-trade-hurdles.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/india/
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/singapore/
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/malaysia/
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/japan/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20121024IPR54372/html/Start-free-trade-talks-with-Japan-but-make-room-for-EU-car-sales-say-MEPs
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/pressroom/content/20121024IPR54372/html/Start-free-trade-talks-with-Japan-but-make-room-for-EU-car-sales-say-MEPs
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/regions/asean/
http://www.friendsofeurope.org/Contentnavigation/Library/Libraryoverview/tabid/1186/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/3198/Merkel-urges-the-EU-to-establish-free-trade-with-Southeast-Asia.aspx
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113436.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/12/775&type=HTML
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/indonesia/
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Thailand 
The European Union also wants to boost 
trade with Thailand, but no official talks 
have been launched. Amongst other 
sensitive issues, taxes on imports of 
alcoholic drinks are the main obstacle. 

Vietnam 
In April 2012, the EU decided to strengthen 
cooperation with Vietnam too, considering 
it and the EU to be "complementary 
economies" offering a wide range of 
opportunities. A scoping paper was signed 
on that occasion. On 26 June, a Partnership 
and Cooperation Agreement was signed 
and negotiations for a comprehensive Free 
Trade Agreement were officially launched.  

Taiwan 
Commercial relations with Taiwan would 
also benefit from an FTA, but the European 
Union is hesitant to give the official green 
light because of its "One China" policy; it is 
afraid of irritating Beijing.  

China 
EU-China bilateral negotiations show a 
different trend, as talks are stalling, due to 
controversial trade-related issues and 
tension in other politically sensitive areas.  

The Council approved the negotiating 
mandate for a new PCA – to upgrade the 
1985 Trade and Economic Cooperation 
Agreement – in 2005, but progress has been 
slow so far. Important divergences remain 
and neither side is keen on compromising 
on certain aspects. EU Commissioner De 
Gucht called on China to "demonstrate more 
ambition", but there is still a long way to go 
before further chapters – there is agreement 
on one-quarter of them so far – are 
concluded.  

Future perspectives 

China  
Although the EU is negotiating with Beijing, 
China remains an important competitor to 
the EU in the Asian market. Its role in that 
market is increasing, as is its influence on 
various actors on the regional stage. China's 

importance goes beyond trade, as can be 
seen in the case of the political veto to an EU 
agreement with Taiwan, where a potentially 
beneficial FTA is blocked due to the lack of 
official China-Taiwan political relations and 
due to EU Member States not being willing 
to upset Beijing. 

In addition, the EU has a number of ongoing 
disputes with China in the framework of the 
WTO on several issues, such as anti-
dumping measures, export restrictions on 
raw materials, export regime for rare earths 
and imports of photovoltaic panels. 

Having a deep and comprehensive dialogue 
with China would strengthen the EU's 
relations with the neighbouring countries. It 
would also provide Brussels with a more 
solid position in the region. But this is not an 
easy objective to achieve, due to the 
difference of approach between the EU and 
China in a number of fields.  

Many commentators suggest separating 
trade issues and non-trade policies. This 
approach could achieve some progress on 
certain aspects, but would not jeopardise 
trade through efforts to soften Beijing on 
other more sensitive subjects. 

Sensitive issues and controversial clauses 
Some commentators point out that the EU 
may also need to find a balance between its 
desire to export its "normative model" and 
the obvious objective of deep and 
comprehensive free trade agreements with 
relevant partner countries. Indeed, bilateral 
negotiations often stall on sensitive issues, 
and the EU will have to decide whether to 
conclude certain talks or concentrate on less 
comprehensive trade cooperation.  

Criticism is also mounting on the conditions 
the European Union applies to Asian 
agricultural products entering its market. 
Some specific wholesale exemptions for 
"sensitive agricultural products" and norms 
on agricultural subsidies are indeed deemed 
to be unfair and therefore creating a 
concrete disadvantage to Asian economies. 
This poses another obstacle to stronger 

http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/september/tradoc_113454.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/vietnam/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131227.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131227.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/12/689&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/12/689&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/taiwan/
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110222REV1-EU-Taiwan-FTA-FINAL.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110222REV1-EU-Taiwan-FTA-FINAL.pdf
http://www.library.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/lis/lisrep/09-Briefings/2011/110222REV1-EU-Taiwan-FTA-FINAL.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&type_doc=Regulation&an_doc=1985&nu_doc=2616
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&type_doc=Regulation&an_doc=1985&nu_doc=2616
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/12/421&type=HTML
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/12/421&type=HTML
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEECH/12/421&type=HTML
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=china%20important%20eu%20%22asian%20countries%22&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&ved=0CDwQFjAB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.fride.org%2Fdownload%2FPB_2_EU_Asia_trade_relations.pdf&ei=s1mJUIiQHcexhAfN0ICoDQ&usg=AFQjCNHzkx8zTFfTbZZnl
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=china%20important%20eu%20%22asian%20countries%22&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&ved=0CDwQFjAB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.fride.org%2Fdownload%2FPB_2_EU_Asia_trade_relations.pdf&ei=s1mJUIiQHcexhAfN0ICoDQ&usg=AFQjCNHzkx8zTFfTbZZnl
http://www.ecipe.org/media/publication_pdfs/european-union-policy-towards-free-trade-agreements.pdf
http://www.ecipe.org/media/publication_pdfs/european-union-policy-towards-free-trade-agreements.pdf
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mutual engagement. 

Moreover, progress in the negotiations is 
slow in most of the cases as the 
governments concerned are not eager to 
compromise, and only time will give a 
clearer picture of the results the EU can 
achieve. 
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Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement  
Another element worth considering in order 
to give a clearer picture of the dynamics of 
Asian trade with the world is the Trans-
Pacific Partnership Agreement, a multilateral 
trade agreement aimed at liberalising the 
Asian-Pacific economies.  

Negotiations on such an agreement 
originally involved Brunei, Singapore, New 
Zealand and Chile, but other countries, such 
as the United States, Japan, Canada, Mexico 
and Vietnam, Peru, Malaysia and Australia, 
have joined the talks. 

The proposed agreement has an ambitious 
content, including provisions going beyond 
trade in goods and services, similar to a 
"next-generation" FTA of the EU. 

If concluded, such an agreement would 
enable its signatories to enjoy benefits from 
wide liberalisation, and therefore may lessen 

the European Union's role in the area. In 
particular, because an EU-ASEAN Free Trade 
Area is far from being reality, Brussels would 
therefore lose market share in the 
meantime. Speeding up negotiations with 
Singapore and Malaysia may not be enough 
to stop this trend. 
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