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ABSTRACT 
The EU is committed by Treaty to consolidate and support 
democracy worldwide. Parliamentary democracy is fundamental to 
achieve legitimacy and accountability. Moreover exchanges 
between parliaments enhance their role within each country and 
contribute to the spread of democratic values. The EU is also a 
staunch supporter of regional integration as a means of fostering 
regional stability, supporting economic growth and addressing 
global challenges. However, despite Asia being the world’s most 
dynamic region and a growing interdependence between Asia and 
Europe, the parliamentary dimension of the Asia-Europe 
relationship remains weak: Asia remains the only continent where 
the EP has yet to establish a region-to-region joint parliamentary 
assembly. The scale, complexity and diversity of Asia – which 
accounts for more than half of the world’s population – may explain 
this situation. This study first reviews the steps taken by the 
European Parliament to develop and strengthen relations and takes 
stock of the rare initiatives that were launched at the different 
regional levels. It then suggests that parliamentary diplomacy has 
not taken root yet in most Asian countries and explores the reasons 
for that situation, among which the respective roles of the executive 
and legislative branches of government. The current shortcomings 
in democratic governance in Asia and the lack of political support 
and commitment on the European side are also identified. In 
conclusion it argues that despite obvious difficulties there is room 
to advance representative democracy in Asia. As first step deeper 
engagement with ASEAN should be pursued and an EP-AIPA 
structured partnership that would support parliament’s democratic 
objectives established.  

 

Nothing is possible without men and women, but nothing is 
lasting without institutions.  

Jean Monnet 
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1 Democratisation, globalisation and regionalisation 

1.1 Advancing and consolidating democracy 

 
 
Many democracies are 
experiencing serious 
institutional difficulties and 
weak public confidence but 
at the same time voters feel 
deeply concerned by their 
future 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Representative institutions 
must respond to citizens' 
demands and needs 

While democracy has advanced in the previous decades, the number of 
democracies today is basically no greater than it was at the start of the 
century. Many of them are experiencing serious institutional difficulties and 
weak public confidence1. The Western model of representative democracy 
is being increasingly challenged by countries with more authoritarian types 
of government. A disconnect is also developing between citizens and the 
mainstream political parties, as well as with government. Disillusionment, 
declining trust and public apathy are increasingly present in modern liberal 
democracies2 but also in other systems.  

The so-called EU democracy-deficit is a regular subject of debate. Questions 
are being raised about the legitimacy of the EU Institutions and the low 
participation rate in the last European elections appears to confirm that 
people are turning their back on politics. Political leaders face a lack of trust 
from citizens who consider them as part of a distant world detached from 
realities: few people trust them to be open, transparent and accountable 
and few people trust them to deliver on their promises. There is a gap 
between decision-makers and voters. Moreover Governments have lost 
economic power to the market and their role in delivering public services is 
diminishing through outsourcing to private companies which are not held 
accountable. 

On the other hand recent elections in some EU Member States have shown 
that voters feel deeply concerned by their future and demand radically 
different approaches through protest votes. Elsewhere in the world 
Government policies and choices are put under greater scrutiny and 
challenged by opposition parties, civil society groups and ordinary citizens. 
A freer and better educated electorate, making full use of social media 
tools, has access to information, express opinions and tries to influence 
decision-making. The 2015 pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong, which 
rejected Beijing’s proposal for the election of the leader of the special 
administrative region as amounting to fake democracy, speaks volumes 
about people’s desire to have their voices heard. Popular opposition to an 
October 2014 vote by Indonesia’s parliament to curtail democracy at the 
grassroots level was strong enough to reverse the decision. 

Advancing or consolidating democracy is about establishing credible 
representative institutions that can respond to citizens' demands and 
needs. If those institutions don’t, increasing public empowerment can 
instead contribute to growing disillusionment with democracy. Strong 

 
1 Thomas CAROTHERS, Why technology hasn’t delivered more democracy, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, June 2015 
2 Peter BAJTAY, Democratic and efficient foreign policy?, European University institute, 
Florence, 2014 
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political will and a constant commitment to explain and convince are 
required. Political parties, when they fail to address the pressing needs of 
citizens such as employment, welfare or security, become more and more 
distrusted by citizens who then turn to new alternatives. The need to 
oppose the populist and inward-looking political parties who are rising in 
the political landscape becomes more urgent by the day. 

1.2 Supporting democracy in a globalised world 

 
One of the objectives of the 
EU Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP) is to 
consolidate and support 
democracy, the rule of law, 
human rights and the 
principles of international 
law 

The EU is committed to promoting democracy worldwide. Art.21 of the 
Treaty on the EU states that one of the objectives of the Common Foreign 
and Security Policy (CFSP) is to consolidate and support democracy, the rule of 
law, human rights and the principles of international law. Representative 
democracy is a thus cornerstone and the role of parliamentarians a crucial 
one: parliamentary oversight, political support and guidance, budgetary 
control, are essential elements of a democratic environment.  

With globalisation the boundaries between what is considered national 
policies and international relations are blundered. Indeed what is decided 
in Beijing or Washington, by Governments or global markets, will impact 
the well-being of populations in Brazil or Spain. This has led to greater 
insecurity, with many people feeling uncertain about their future, leading 
to mounting resistance to immigration and economic liberalisation. The 
automatic positive impact of globalisation is being increasingly questioned. 

Europe needs strong alliances with, and commitment from, its partners to 
tackle global challenges such as climate change, terrorism, natural disasters, 
illegal migration, or maritime security3.  

To-day the main challenge for the EU is no longer about avoiding war or 
establishing democracy in Europe but how to deal with the rest of the world , 
how to defend our interests and to promote our values . 4  

Asia has become the main trading partner of the EU accounting for a third 
of the latter's total trade. More than 26 % of EU outward investment goes to 
Asia. To-day’s threats have no borders and in the 21st century no solution 
can be found to any global challenge without the support of Asian nations. 
The EU needs to assert itself politically and Asian countries can be allies 
with whom it can work to achieve common goals.  

1.3 Regional integration to foster stability and growth 

 
 
 

The EU is a strong supporter of regional integration as a means of fostering 
regional stability, managing conflicts, supporting economic growth, 
reducing development gaps, building prosperity and addressing global 

 
3 Frederica MOGHERINI, speech delivered at the Shangri-La Dialogue, Singapore, 31 May 
2015 
4 Herman  Van ROMPUY, President of the European Council, speech at the College d' 
Europe, Bruges, 25 February 2010 
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The EU supports regional 
integration and despite the 
ongoing crises it remains an 
inspiration for others. 

challenges in a rule-based environment. It also tries to project its values and 
interests through the export of a global governance model that relies much 
on regional integration. Its identity is based on its normative power. The 
current economic and financial, but also political, difficulties have probably 
reduced the attractiveness of the EU integration model. It remains however 
and without any doubt the most successful in the world and can serve as an 
inspiration for others.  

Regional organisations mostly follow a top-down approach but the need 
for legitimacy and accountability is growing. Decisions on key policy issues, 
affecting large parts of the population, are now being taken in the 
international arena. National representative bodies find it hard to exert 
scrutiny on those international bodies, widening a perceived democratic 
deficit. This weakness must be addressed and regional parliaments or 
assemblies should be set up or strengthen to held accountable the regional 
organisations. 

2 The EP and the promotion of parliamentary democracy 
 
 
 
 
 
The EP is at the forefront of 
the promotion of 
democracy including 
support to parliamentary 
systems worldwide 

In this framework of democratisation, globalisation and regionalisation, the 
European Parliament (EP), the only directly elected EU institution, with its 
strong commitment to democratic values, is at the forefront of the 
promotion of democracy including support to parliamentary systems 
worldwide. The development of parliamentary institutions is synonymous 
with democratisation and their sound functioning is a fundamental 
requirement of democracy5. Strong and effective parliaments are key to the 
experience of inclusive democracy6. 

The EP’s Democracy Support and Election Coordination Group (DEG) is 
particularly active in democracy support activities through election 
observation missions, human rights actions and the strengthening of the 
role of parliaments. In order to maximise its contribution to the EU efforts, 
Parliament needs to further consolidate its role in this area7. 

Exchanges and cooperation between parliaments enhance their role within 
their own societies and institutional frameworks, provide them with 
international recognition and contribute to the spread of democratic 
values. Accordingly the EP has established Inter-parliamentary Delegations 
at the bilateral level with more than 40 countries or entities in the world8. It 
has also established four regional parliamentary assemblies each covering a 
different continent or part of continent: the EU-ACP Joint Parliamentary 
Assembly (EU-ACP JPA), the Euro-Latin America Parliamentary Assembly 
(Eurolat), the Parliamentary Assembly of the Union for the Mediterranean 

 
5 OPPD Newsletter, EP, June 2014 
6 EP resolution, 7 July 2011 
7 End of legislature report by Eva JOLY and Elmar BROK, EP Democracy Support and Election 
Coordination Group, 1 April 2014 
8 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/home.html  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/home.html
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(UfM-PA) and the Euronest Parliamentary Assembly. A Transatlantic 
Legislators' Dialogue with the US Congress was established in 1999. 

The main objective of the bilateral Delegations is to establish channel and 
promote parliamentary dialogue with their counterpart parliament. EP 
delegations hold regular meetings to examine matters such as the social, 
economic and political situation in their partner country, and the state of 
the bilateral relations. They receive delegations from partner parliaments 
and pay official visits to the countries on a regular basis, thus contributing 
to a better understanding of each other priorities and concerns. Issues such 
as human rights, rule of law, multi-party democracy, climate change, trade 
relations, are usually high on the agenda. 

The joint parliamentary assemblies meet annually in plenary sessions and 
adopt resolutions in order to influence foreign policy. They also organise 
discussions in their standing committees or temporary working groups on 
political, social or economic issues – such as democratic transition, 
economic stability or links between security, democracy and development.  

Foreign policy is indeed no longer within the exclusive remit of diplomats. 
There are many more active forces at work in modern diplomacy, including 
civil society organisations, businesses and parliaments. While parliaments 
are not involved in direct negotiations and do not look for short-term gain 
they must be engaged to advance the EU domestic and international 
agenda. As people’s representatives parliamentarians have a major role to 
play in contributing to policy decisions and gaining public acceptance and 
support for those policies. 

3 Asia: the most dynamic region in the world 
 
 
Asia counts for more than 
half of the World's 
population and a quarter of 
the economic wealth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Asia is the most diverse continent in terms of population, languages, races, 
religions, traditions and cultures. The definition itself of the continent may 
vary according to a geographical, geopolitical or cultural point of view. It is 
generally accepted that there is not one but several Asia(s).9 The region 
accounts for more than half of the world’s population and a quarter of the 
economic wealth created every year, and is home to four of the ten largest 
economies in the world (Japan, China, India and Korea). While Japan and 
Singapore are among the richest economies on this planet, other countries 
in the continent, such as Bangladesh, Cambodia, Laos, or Myanmar, remain 
among the poorest. 

Poverty therefore remains a significant challenge, as the region is home to 
two thirds of the world poor. Major threats like terrorism, human trafficking, 
a revived drug production and the risk of nuclear proliferation are also 
prevalent. Many parts of the continent are prone to natural disasters and 
suffer from infectious diseases. Ongoing conflicts or tensions in several 
countries, coupled with generally weak civil societies, add to vulnerability 

 
9 For the sake of clarity, Central Asia, Iran and the Middle East are excluded from this paper. 
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Despite huge challenges, 
Asia has emerged in the last 
25 years as the world's most 
dynamic and fastest 
growing region and its new 
economic power is 
transforming the 
geopolitical landscape 

and contribute to human rights abuses, including discrimination against 
minorities. It can be claimed that to-day’s Asia is an economic miracle 
largely built on rising inequalities and shortcomings in social safety nets. 

Despite those huge challenges, ranging from abject poverty to ongoing 
conflicts, human rights violations or natural disasters, Asia has emerged in 
the last 25 years as the world's most dynamic and fastest growing region 
and its new economic power is transforming the geopolitical landscape. 

For now, growth is bringing wealth, respect and freedom of action. Leading 
actors in the region, confident in their economic power and relying on the 
sheer size of their population, are claiming a pre-eminent position on the 
world scene. It is most likely that the rise of Asian countries and regional 
groupings as new global players will continue in the coming years, despite 
—or because of— the current financial and economic crisis that mostly 
affects the Western hemisphere10.  

The rise of Asia is however far from being a new development and rather 
suggests that the old world order is re-establishing itself: until the year 
1820, the two largest economies of the world were consistently China and 
India. They represented half of the world then GDP11. Wealth began to shift 
dramatically towards Europe and North America during the 19th and early 
20th centuries largely due to the industrial revolution and served by colonial 
expansionism. 

To-day the emerging economies are challenging the world order, 
particularly America's prominence. A key uncertainty is whether the rise of 
China and India will occur smoothly. Indeed few countries are likely to have 
more impact on the world over the next 10-15 years than China , and one 
may well wonder if the world is moving from a Pax Americana to a Pax 
China ? 12 

The EU, as a soft power, may not be able to counterbalance the main 
regional powers13, but many Asians leaders are keen to see the EU as a 
counterweight to their increasing trade dependence on China and on 
having the euro as a counterbalance reserve currency to the dollar14 

4 The Asian regional architecture  
 
 
 
 

Asia is in the process of building regional institutional frameworks to 
support the stability required for sustained prosperity15 and help the 
continent fulfil its role in a globalised world: ASEAN, SAARC, EAS, 

 
10 Jean-Claude TRICHET, public lecture at the LKYSPP, Singapore, 22 April 2015 
11 Kishore MAHBUBANI, Be quick Europe, or miss out on the Asian century, Dean of the Lee 
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, in Europe’s World, Spring 2009 
12 Xavier NUTTIN, The Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership, European Parliament, DG EXPO 
briefing, 2012 
13 Author’s interviews with ASEAN officials, January to March 2015 
14 Richard YOUNGS, Keeping EU-Asia re-engagement on track, Carnegie Europe, January 2015 
15 Javier SOLANA, Europe’s smart Asian pivot, European Voice, 26.09.2013 
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Regional integration 
processes in Asia are 
making progress but still 
face serious difficulties  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASEAN is an 
intergovernmental 
organisation based on 
principles of sovereignty 
and non-interference in the 
internal affairs of other 
members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SCO...These regional groupings aim to coordinate action to tackle common 
issues such as economic development, security, freedom of movement, 
transport, energy security, environmental protection and the fight against 
climate change. 

However, these regional groupings face serious hurdles to integration. They 
encompass quite heterogeneous countries, with wide demographic 
disparities, differing levels of economic development and divergent 
political systems. Absence of, or limited, political consensus and 
commitment sometimes impedes integration. A lack of resources and 
capacity to launch and administer regional activities slow down progress. 

It is however worth to briefly review here the most important regional 
institutions. 

ASEAN was established in the aftermath of the Vietnam War for political 
and security reasons, and more specifically to promote cooperation against 
the spread of communism. The basic document is the Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation (TAC), to which the EU has acceded in 2012. It is arguably one 
of the most diverse regional organisations in terms of political systems, 
economic performance and culture. 

Member States of the Association of South-East Asia Nations (ASEAN) as 
defined in the ASEAN Charter are: Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Lao People's Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam. 

ASEAN's fundamental principles are mutual respect for independence and 
sovereignty, non-confrontation, non-interference in the internal affairs of 
other members, and a renunciation of force. During its 40 years of 
existence, ASEAN has contributed to keep the region largely peaceful, set 
up the framework for a single market and developed embryonic regional 
security architecture. Despite these advances, ASEAN's current level of 
regional integration remains extremely limited. The early ASEAN 
integration was promising, but the Association has also often been 
described as a 'talking shop'. ASEAN still needs to build strong institutional 
frameworks to tackle the main challenges of the 21st century, such as 
security, energy, financial issues and growing inequalities. 

The ASEAN secretariat, based in Jakarta, is small, with only around 300 
international staff, and its budget limited (USD 16 million, not including the 
financing of the ASEAN activities which are covered by direct national 
contributions or by the dialogue partners). Institutions are not the priority 
of the ASEAN Member States but they recognise the current limitations to 
further progress in ASEAN integration due to lack of institutional support. A 
High level Task Force on Strengthening the ASEAN Secretariat and Reviewing 
the ASEAN Organs was established and made recommendations in 2014. 
Among which an increase in funding: from 2015 each MS must contribute 
USD 2 million a year, based on equal contributions. Laos contributes the 
same amount as Indonesia or Brunei which explains why, together with 
Vietnam and The Philippines, it was reluctant to agree on a budget 
increase. Unlike the EU budget there is no link to the country’s population 
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ASEAN has stablished 
several wider regional 
frameworks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The SAARC covers eight 
South-Asian countries and 
aims an increased inter-
regional cooperation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

or GDP. The EU is the largest foreign donor to the ASEAN secretariat (see 
chapter 9).  

With the objective of remaining at the centre of Asia's regional architecture, 
ASEAN has established several frameworks following a concentric circle 
model: ASEAN plus Three (China, Japan, and South Korea); ASEAN Plus 
Six (China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, and New Zealand) and the 
East Asia Summit.  

The East Asia Summit (EAS) is a forum held annually since 2005 by the 
leaders of countries in the East Asian region. Membership included initially 
the ASEAN plus Six countries, and was expanded to 18 countries, including 
the USA and Russia, at the sixth EAS in November 2011. The concept of an 
East Asia Grouping has a significant history going back to an idea first 
promoted in 1991 by the Malaysian Prime Minister at the time, Mahathir bin 
Mohamad, for an East Asia Economic Caucus. The concept was opposed at 
that point by the USA, which feared being marginalised by the new 
initiative. The EU has expressed the wish to become member of the EAS but 
at this stage the request has not been taken into consideration. There is 
even an un-declared moratorium on new membership that is unlikely to be 
reversed in the near future. 

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), 
founded in December 1985, is dedicated to economic, technological, social 
and cultural development, emphasising collective self-reliance and 
increased intra-regional cooperation. It is headquartered in Kathmandu, 
Nepal.  

Member States of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC) are: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 

Together with seven others (China, Iran, Japan, South Korea, Mauritius, 
Burma/Myanmar and the United States of America), the EU obtained 
observer status in 2006. 

SAARC aims to accelerate the process of economic and social development 
in its member states through increased intra-regional cooperation but the 
difficult relations between India and Pakistan greatly reduce SAARC's 
potential for further integration. In the past, Pakistan sought either a more 
active role for SAARC Observers —in the hope that some of them (e.g. 
China) would counterbalance Indian influence within SAARC— or the 
accession of new members more favourably inclined towards Islamabad 
(e.g. Turkey). India, for its part, has also attempted to temper Pakistan's 
power within SAARC —notably by forming the Bay of Bengal Initiative for 
Multi-Sectorial Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) in 1997, a 
group that includes Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, 
Bhutan and Nepal but excludes Pakistan.  

Despite internal power struggles, SAARC Member States did manage to 
agree in 2004 on a South Asia Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA), which 
created a framework to establish a free trade area covering 1.6 billion 
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The parliamentary 
dimension of the regional 
frameworks is mostly 
absent. 

people. Under this agreement, which came into force on 1 January 2006 
SAARC members committed to bring their custom duties down to 20 %. But 
after nine years of implementation, SAFTA has largely failed to increase 
intra-regional trade, as countries have protected their markets with non-
tariff barriers. Cooperation on regional political issues, such as the Kashmir 
dispute, remains excluded from the SAARC format. 

The parliamentary aspect is mostly absent from all those regional 
frameworks and needs to be developed to answer the current democratic 
deficit. For example the EAS or SAARC have no established forum that 
brings together national parliaments at the regional level. 

The SAARC Charter signed in 1985 does not provide for any role for 
parliaments. On the other hand the SAARC Charter of Democracy, adopted in 
February 2011, expresses support, at least on paper, for representative 
democracy: 

Uphold participatory democracy characterised by free, fair and credible 
elections, and elected legislatures and local bodies; - Promote democracy at all 
levels of the Government and the society at large; - Continue to strengthen 
democratic institutions and reinforce democratic practices, including through 
effective coordination as well as checks and balances among the Legislature, 
the Executive and the Judiciary as reflected in the respective Constitutions. 16 

At the 16th SAARC Summit held in June 2010 the need for collective efforts 
by parliamentarians in South Asia was discussed and recognised by 
Leaders, and the convening of a ‘Conclave of SAARC Parliamentarians’ in line 
with the SAARC Charter of Democracy was recommended. The SAARC 
Secretariat was directed to convene a Working Group, comprised of 
nominees from the Member States, to work out the modalities for the 
establishment of such a conclave.17 However five years later, this conclave is 
not yet in place and the issue was no longer mentioned during the 18th 
Summit held in Kathmandu in November 201418. 

5 The European Union and Asia 
In a globalised and rapidly 
changing world the EU 
should pay more attention 
to Asia, engage more, 
explain better and show the 
benefits brought by the EU 
model. 
 
 
 

The interdependence between the EU and Asia has reached very significant 
levels that go well beyond trade and is becoming critical for the future 
growth and security prospects of both sides. Asia is the continent that is the 
engine for change and its new power and assertiveness are transforming 
the geopolitical landscape. If Europeans fail to understand and adapt to this 
reality, their own continent may be confined to a second-class role on the 
margins of the new international system, particularly if the EU remains 
divided. 

 
16 http://saarc-sec.org/SAARC-Charter-of-Democracy/88/  
17 Inclusive Political Participation and Representation: The Role of Regional Organizations, 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), 2014. 
18 Author’s interview with the EU Ambassador to Nepal and SAARC, March 2015 

http://saarc-sec.org/SAARC-Charter-of-Democracy/88/
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2012 was named the Year of 
Asia for the EU but Europe 
continues to focus more on 
other regions than Asia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EU is not an Asian 
power but has important 
economic and security 
interests in Asia. 

The European Council on 16 September 2010 discussed how to give a new 
momentum to the EU's external relations. Heads of State and of 
Government agreed on the need to promote the EU interests and values 
more assertively and insisted on the need for reciprocity. The then High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Baroness Ashton 
stated that The EU wants to be an active and constructive player in Asian 
regionalism. 

In June 2012 the European Council approved an update to the 2007 
Guidelines on the EU's Foreign and Security Policy in East Asia and the EU 
acceded to the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC). This was a 
major step as was the Joint EU-US statement on the Asia-Pacific region 
issued on 12 July 2012 by the HR/VP Ashton and Secretary of State Clinton. 
In May 2015 a new Communication on the EU-ASEAN relations was 
submitted to the EP and the Council. 

2012 has indeed seen a particularly active EU engagement in Asia leading 
some analysts to call it the Year of Asia for the EU19. This is all good and 
hopefully it is a genuine change in EU foreign policy rather than a one-off 
gesture. It is indeed important to keep the momentum and to avoid 
reverting to the period when the EU was paying little attention to Asia (with 
maybe the exception of China). 

Despite the obvious changes taking place since more than a decade, the EU 
had not paid enough attention to the Asia-Pacific region. Low level of EU 
attendance was indeed common at ASEM summits or ASEAN foreign affairs 
ministerial meetings when they take place in Asia (but also in Europe). Such 
an attitude is not helpful to build closer ties and is perceived in Asian official 
and diplomatic circles as a lack of interest and of political credibility. An 
appropriate level and frequency of political contacts with regional partners 
must be developed. The EU also lacks credibility in Asia as it struggles to 
define clear strategic interests, to put in place the means to achieve them or 
to take position on many issues dear to Asian countries. But can the EU 
speak with one voice on the international stage without having a coherent 
and focussed common foreign and security policy? For all those reasons the 
level of expectation at the political and security levels from the EU remains 
rather low. This partly explains the reluctance of several Asian states to 
invite the EU to join the East Asia Summit. 

Of course, quoting Herman Van Rompuy, or more recently Frederica 
Mogherini, Europe is not an Asian or Pacific power and will not become one. 
And there is no attempt to change geography to become part of the 
region. But in a globalised and interdependent world, the security and well-
being of the European citizens depend very much on external relations and 
on global stability. The EU has important economic interests in the region 
and, if it is to live up to its global responsibilities, needs to integrate its 
economic engagement with a more visible political presence and raise this 

 
19 Richard YOUNGS, Keeping EU-Asia re-engagement on track, Carnegie Europe, January 2015 



Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

14 

to a level commensurate with the growing weight of an Union made of 28 
Member States. It is also the EU's own interest to communicate the values 
that it wants to promote and that form the backbone of EU integration. 
Furthermore the EU needs the cooperation of its Asian partners to support 
its sustainable policies to meet global challenges in the broader fora such 
as the United Nations, WTO or the G20. 

While the US has embarked on its pivot –or rebalancing– towards Asia, and 
China is launching several multilateral initiatives in different sectors as 
instruments of its soft power such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (to support development), the Boa Forum for Asia (to discuss 
economics) or the Xiangshan Forum (to exchange on security issues), the 
EU, despite the resurgence of interest since 2012, is still lagging behind. 

The US pivot is mainly about military presence and security alliances, largely 
to contain the rise of China and maintain the status quo in the region. China 
launches its own initiatives as it has not succeeded yet in rebalancing 
power in the Bretton Woods institutions: the 2010 agreement to 
redistribute votes in the IMF and World Bank was blocked by the US 
Congress. The European pivot is primarily on economic, technological and 
soft power issues. It is not aimed against anyone but promotes multilateral-
based rules and standards. 

Naturally for many in Europe the priorities are elsewhere and are focused 
on: the Eurozone debt crisis, the economic recession and the high 
unemployment levels, the relations with Ukraine, Russia, the Balkans or the 
Middle East, the fight against radical Islamism are all pulling the EU’s 
attention away from Asia. That leaves little space, time and energy for 
developing strong links with a far-away region. Asian issues are at risk to be 
put once again far back on the European agenda. But Asia has become 
central to global prosperity and to the EU’s own growth prospects: EU-Asia 
trade has surpassed EU-US trade in terms of volume and, by the end of 
2012, euro-denominated assets accounted for around 25 % of the holdings 
of Asia’s major economies.20 

Moreover the economic and financial crisis has reinforced Asia’s skepticism 
over the EU highly institutionalised model of integration and cooperation. It 
is therefore urgent to engage more, explain better and show the benefits 
brought by the EU model. 

6 Intra-Asian Parliamentary Democracy 
 
 
 
 
 

There is wide diversity in the governance practices of the Asian countries. 
Very different political regimes continue to coexist: authoritarian, 
communist, democratic and monarchic. There are one-party states, 
predominantly one-party states, two-party states and multiple-party states. 

 
20 Nicola CASARINI, The European pivot, EU-Institute for Security Studies Alert no3, 26 March 
2013 
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Despite an obvious 
dynamic in the transition to 
democracy and increasing 
voter empowerment during 
the past two decades, 
democratisation in Asia 
remains a fragile process.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The role of national 
parliaments generally 
remains weak, if not 
marginal. The legislative 
branch dominates. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Despite an obvious dynamic in the transition to democracy and increasing 
voter empowerment during the past two decades, democratisation in the 
region remains a fragile process as illustrated by the current situation in 
Thailand, Cambodia or Bangladesh. In his annual policy address to the 
Legislative Council on 13 January 2015, Hong Kong’s Chief Executive Leung 
Chun-ying was reported saying that the need for economic growth outweighs 
calls for greater democracy. He added that the city would degenerate into 
anarchy if it gave in to demands for universal suffrage.21 

Democracy in Asia is often reduced to elections, its main visible feature, and 
the role of national parliaments generally remains weak, if not marginal. 
Building up well-functioning parliaments requires sustained efforts. 
Parliaments, where they have been established, can take very different 
forms. There were none in the region before decolonisation and were then 
set up mostly based on western models while incorporating diverse 
indigenous elements.22 

The legislative, budgetary and oversight responsibilities of parliaments are 
well documented, but those roles can be implemented in very different 
ways. More often than not, the relationship is based on the respective 
strengths of the executive and legislative branches of Government. In Asia, 
the executive is in charge and wants to keep it that way. Most Parliaments 
have limited powers and, for those who try, find it difficult to expand them. 
Very few have power to provide oversight over their country’s foreign 
policy, which remains firmly in the hands of the executive branch. 

In India, the main role of the Standing Committee on External Affairs of the 
Lok Sabha, the lower chamber, is to approve the budget of the Ministry of 
External Affairs and control expenditure. In 2013 in Singapore an 
opposition parliamentarian had asked the Foreign Minister a question 
about his country’s Middle East policies. The simple fact to ask the question 
was qualified by the then permanent secretary for foreign affairs as An 
irresponsible attempt to use foreign policy for partisan advantage 23 and a 
dangerous challenge against the Government. Such a point of view is 
founded on a state order characterised by hierarchy, vertical organisation 
and a twin-premium placed on leadership and popular obedience24.  

There is no tradition in Asia to debate in parliaments about third countries' 
policies, or to adopt resolutions pointing fingers at them as, for example, 
does the European Parliament by way of its monthly human rights debates 
and resolutions. Contrary to European practices, in Asia such an approach is 
sometimes considered as part and parcel of a colonial mind-set25.  

 
21 BBC News, ‘Hong Kong’s CY Leung warns of anarchy in policy speech’, 14 January 2015, 
see:  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-30808735. 
22 Zheng Yongnian, Lye Liang Fook, Wilhem Hofmeister (ed): Parliaments in Asia: institution 
building and political development; (Routledge, 2013) 
23 Article by Bilahari KAUSIKAN, The Straits Times, 8 June 2013 
24 Jurgen RULAND, Paradoxes and unintended consequences of interregional democracy 
promotion; Occasional paper 22, December 2014, University of Freiburg 
25 Author’s interview with an ASEAN official, February 2015  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-30808735
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The Asian parliaments have 
a low profile in external 
relations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Public support to regional 
integration remains an 
unimportant dimension to 
political leaders. 

Parliamentary diplomacy is therefore a rarity since the role of national 
parliaments in the region remains very limited, which is a sign of the 
democratic weaknesses prevalent in many of the Asian states. This is not to 
say that members of national parliaments do not meet and exchange on a 
bilateral basis, but their impact on policies is not very significant. 

Non-state holders are not better treated and their new participation in the 
public debate, while recognised as a natural consequence of 
democratisation, is considered by many Governments as a nuisance that 
they have to learn to deal with. For example the ASEAN People’s Forum was 
first convened in 2005 under Malaysian chairmanship. It is a space for the 
people of ASEAN that is independent and inclusive, representing the 
diversity of the ASEAN peoples. It is now organised annually as the civil 
society led process aiming at building community and solidarity amongst 
South East Asia peoples. The independency and inclusiveness of the ASEAN 
People’s Forum remains a great challenge for participants since it depends 
on the level of social and political freedom allowed in the host country and 
resources available for such civil society gathering. At the April 2015 ASEAN 
Summit, Singapore boycotted the brief interface between leaders and civil 
society representatives; Cambodia replaced the representative by its own 
independent person, as did Thailand when the Thai representative 
withdrew in protest.  

Bridging the gap between representatives of politics, economics, business, 
trade unions, civil society, and parliamentarians is politically important and 
should become a major objective. The credibility and relevance of the 
regional integration processes are at stake. Support from the public at large 
can only be obtained if there are fewer meetings behind closed doors and 
more visibility and closer engagement with all stakeholders. 

The trend towards stronger democratic mechanisms and increased 
participation of parliaments is most likely to continue. Already some of the 
parliaments of the ASEAN Member States need to ratify the ASEAN 
agreements. How to engage with parliaments cannot be longer ignored by 
the Governments. A better educated electorate is also expecting its 
representatives to have a bigger say, and to be more engaged, in regional 
development and integration. This requires enhanced trust in the 
commitment, expertise and integrity of parliamentarians: according to 
Transparency International, the Indonesian House of Representatives is 
among the world’s most corrupt public institutions. But this is another topic 
outside the scope of this paper. 

7 Parliamentary dimension of the EU-ASIA relations 
 
 
 
 
 
European Parliament 
relations with Asian 

The first contact between the European Parliament and the Asian continent 
took place with the member countries of ASEAN in 1976. Since then, 
globalisation and an increasingly interdependent world have brought EU-
Asia relations to a much deeper level. Despite this new situation the 
parliamentary dimension of the EU-Asia relations remains weak.  
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countries take place at 
three different levels:  
bilateral between EP 
Delegations and the Asian 
National Parliaments; sub-
regional with the ASEAN 
Inter-parliamentary 
Assembly (AIPA); at the 
ASEM level with the Asia-
Europe Parliamentary 
Partnership (ASEP). 

As mentioned above the EP has established a network of region-to-region 
joint parliamentary assemblies. Contrary to the other continents, and with 
the meagre exception of ASEP (see chapter 7.2), there is no joint regional 
parliamentary assembly in Asia. Why is that so? 

The sheer size, complexity and diversity of Asia may explain this situation, 
as do the different views on parliament’s role in Asia. But it also reflects the 
current shortcomings in democratic governance in Asia, as discussed 
above, and a certain lack of political will on the European side. 

In Asia the role of national parliaments has yet to be fully developed and 
remains generally weak, if not marginal. Regional parliamentary assemblies, 
with the notable exceptions of the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly 
(AIPA) and the Asian-Pacific Parliamentarians Union (APPU), simply do not 
figure on the map. Among the forty institutions listed and analysed in a 
2010 study by the Asian Development Bank on sub-regional cooperation 
none of them covers parliaments.26 

The existence of parliament in a country is of course not sufficient to 
guarantee its democratic credentials. It is indeed true that almost all 
countries in Asia have a parliament. Yet, it is important to recognise that not 
all countries that have parliaments in this region can be regarded as 
democracies27 as they operate in many different constitutional 
arrangements. 

European Parliament relations with Asian countries take place at three 
different levels: first at bilateral level between EP Delegations which 
develop relations with the Asian National Parliaments; second at regional 
level with the ASEAN Inter-parliamentary Assembly (AIPA)28; third at ASEM 
level with the Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP). 

7.1 Bilateral relations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permanent inter-parliamentary delegations have been established at the 
bilateral level with the following countries and sub-regions: People’s 
Republic of China, Japan , Korean Peninsula, India, Southeast Asian 
countries and the ASEAN, South Asian countries , Afghanistan, Central Asia 
and Mongolia.  

Only some of these partner countries have established a formal body 
similar to the EP standing delegations. Others have established informal 
Friendship Groups. These bodies perform however a very limited activity 
outside the inter-parliamentary meetings. As a consequence of this low 
level of formalisation, the frequency and depth of parliamentary relations 
often varies with the level of initiative shown by the EP delegations' Chair 
and members. There is in many cases a high potential for intensification of 

 
26 Asian Development Bank: Institutions for Asian Regional Integration (ADB, 2010) 
27 Zheng Yongnian, Lye Liang Fook, Wilhem Hofmeister (ed): Parliaments in Asia: institution 
building and political development; (Routledge, 2013) 
28 AIPA is discussed in detail in chapter 10 
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In contrast to PCAs with the 
Eastern Neighbourhood 
countries recent 
agreements with Asian 
countries lack a 
parliamentary dimension.  

relations provided the Asian side and the EP decide to show greater 
interest. 

EP initiatives have indeed not always been matched by the same level of 
response on the Asian side: for example the European parliament has 
established in April 2007, after years of request by the Indian Government, a 
specific Delegation for Relations with India (prior to that India was included 
in the South Asia Delegation). Eight years later, and while several EP 
working group visits took place in India, there has not been a single formal 
inter-parliamentary meeting between the two assemblies; the Friendship 
Group established by India is small and weak and results of contacts are 
rather disappointing.  

On the other hand Myanmar, which has embarked on a remarkable process 
of reform since March 2011, is keen to develop parliamentary relations. In 
its July 2013 Comprehensive Framework for the EU’s policy and support to 
Myanmar the EU commits to strengthen the new Myanmar Parliament as an 
institution through contributions from the European Parliament and 
National Parliaments from EU Member States. This has materialised through 
a strong EP participation at the EU-Myanmar Task Force in November 2013 
where MEPs were able to share their experience of democratic reforms in 
transition countries. Follow-up is now provided through institutional 
capacity building programmes organised and run by the EP’s Democracy 
and Elections Action Unit (DEAC)29.  

With regard to the legal base, the only Asian countries for which inter-
parliamentary relations are explicitly foreseen by an EU legal instrument are 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. A Parliamentary 
Cooperation Committee (PCC) is indeed included in the Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement (PCA) signed by the EU with each of those 
countries. For all the other countries and organisations, the existence of 
delegations originates in an autonomous decision of the EP, even though it 
could be argued that this is often inspired by the relevant provisions on 
political dialogue foreseen in the Agreements. 

It is interesting to note here that, despite the EU Treaty commitment to 
democracy promotion, the Partner and Cooperation Agreements (PCAs) 
recently negotiated between the EU and countries of South-east Asia 
(Indonesia, signed in November 2009; Viet-Nam signed in June 2012; 
Philippines, signed on 11 July 2012; Singapore, initialled on 14 October 
2013) do not include an article on parliamentary relations nor provision for 
a Parliamentary Cooperation Committee (PCC). That appears to be in 
contradiction with the EU’s declared aim to promote and support 
parliamentary democracy in its foreign relations. It is a missed opportunity 
to provide a legal basis for the development of more structured 

 
29 OPPD was established in 2008 in Brussels to support parliamentary development in new 
and emerging democracies. It was merged with the EP’s Election Observation Unit in July 
2014 under the name Democracy and Elections Action Unit (DEAC). The Democracy 
Fellowship Programme is organised within this framework. 
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parliamentary relations. 

7.2 The Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP)  

 
 
 
 
The Asia-Europe 
Parliamentary Partnership 
(ASEP) is the parliamentary 
arm of ASEM (Asia-Europe 
Meeting). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASEM is an informal 
dialogue process between 
Asia and Europe but lacks 
focus and results.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An ad hoc delegation is set up every two years in view of EP's participation, 
together with national parliaments from EU Member States, in the Asia-
Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP) meetings, the parliamentary arm 
of ASEM (Asia-Europe Meeting).  

The ASEM process is an informal dialogue process launched in 1996 
between Europe and Asia to connect the two continents politically, 
economically and culturally. ASEM produces political statements rather 
than binding agreements. It is neither an institution nor a decision-making 
body but it has since 1996 developed into a main multilateral channel for 
communication between the two continents. During the periods between 
Summits and Foreign Ministers’ Meetings, inter-governmental ministerial, 
senior official, academic and expert meetings maintain the momentum. 
There is however no ASEM permanent secretariat. 

The current 53 ASEM partners represent more than half of the world’s GDP, 
more than 60 % of the world’s population and about 60 % of global trade. 
Five of the EU’s strategic partners are ASEM members: China, India, Japan, 
Russia and South Korea. The data speak for themselves: both sides are of 
strategic importance to each other. 

While European participation was originally limited to EU MS, membership 
has expended to include Norway and Switzerland. On the Asian side it now 
includes Russia, Kazakhstan, Australia and New Zealand while Sri Lanka and 
Nepal are not part of it. 

ASEM provides an opportunity to examine issues that can only be tackled 
globally, such as climate change, the rise in food prices, cooperation against 
piracy at sea or energy security. It also provides an opportunity to increase 
convergence between Europe and Asia in international fora, despite the 
fact that membership is very heterogeneous, including very developed and 
least developed countries. It is considered as a forum where preparation 
can take place for negotiations conducted in other fora such as WTO or 
UNFCCC. Recently discussions on regional security issues have also taken 
place. In other words it can be used by the EU to project its soft power into 
global governance. 

But ASEM has also been criticised for a lack of focus, substance, results and 
impact: a talk-shop with no priorities and no results that produces endless 
series of meetings. The whole process has very little visibility and 
attendance at summits varies considerably. More importantly ASEM has 
difficulty to move from dialogue to action. 

A new dynamic is needed to launch, beyond dialogue, concrete 
cooperation activities but is ASEM, in its current format, able to play a 
functional role as a dialogue forum that is delivering agreements and 
decisions for the concrete development of regional relations? Which 
political, organisational and maybe even institutional arrangements does 
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ASEP's performance has 
been so far very modest. 
 

ASEM require in order to respond to the new and complex global issues as 
well as to the challenges in the relation between Asia and Europe? These 
are central questions, which will have a significant influence on the future 
of the ASEM process. 

One of the aspects of ASEM is that it brings together non-governmental 
stakeholders. Parliamentarians, civil society groups and the business 
community meet respectively at the Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership 
(ASEP), the Asia-Europe People’s Forum (AEPF) and Asia-Europe Business 
Forum (AEBF) held prior to the ASEM Summits. Their input is currently 
limited to a final declaration and a message addressed to the summit’s 
plenary. ASEM’s democratic accountability therefore remains rather weak 
and its potential strength is further undercut by the variety of the members’ 
political regimes30. 

The first ASEP meeting was held in Strasbourg in 1996 as a result of an 
initiative of the EP but it remains limited to an ad-hoc gathering without a 
permanent structure. ASEP meetings take place every second year, prior to 
the ASEM summit, to provide parliamentary guidance to the ASEM process, 
examine the progresses achieved within the ASEM process, strengthen 
dialogue and mutual understanding at parliamentary level within the 
context of this multi-lateral platform, help advance ASEM objectives, and 
draw the attention of ASEM leaders to a number of issues parliamentarians 
consider as priorities, as outlined in the respective final declarations.  

Results have so far been very poor 31 and the most recent ASEP meeting 
which took place in Rome on 6-7 October 2014 was no different: ASEP is for 
many analysts and officials a textbook example of a good intention turning 
into a low key event with little substance. The sheer number and diversity 
of participants, the absence of preparation (and of coordination among 
European delegations), the limited duration of the meeting and the lack of 
a permanent secretariat to ensure follow-up are recipe for failure. It can be 
considered as an informal joint parliamentary assembly but without any 
structure to ensure follow-up. 

8 The Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
 
 
 
 
ASEAN is an inter-

Is ASEAN a living and breathing miracle as claimed by Kishore Mahbubani 32; 
one of the most successful regional integration projects  as stated by others 33 
or just a talking shop with little impact as often heard? 

As said above (chap.4) the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

 
30 A greater role for the EP in the Asia-Europe Meeting?, European Parliament, DG EXPO 
briefing, 2014 
31 Feedback note ASEP 8, European parliament, 2014 
32 Prof Kishore MAHBUBANI, The modern miracle that is ASEAN, in The Straits Times, 9 May 
2015 
33 EP, DG EXPO briefing, The EU and ASEAN: from natural partners to strategic partners?, 
May 2015 
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governmental association 
that strongly adheres to the 
doctrine of non-
interference in the internal 
affairs of other members 
and respect for sovereignty 
and independence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

was formed in 1967 in the context of the Vietnam War for political and 
security reasons. Since then it has mostly developed in the economic field. 
ASEAN is an inter-governmental association that strongly adheres to the 
doctrine of non-interference in the internal affairs of other members and 
respect for sovereignty and independence. Decision-making is by 
consensus, which often results in the lowest common-denominator 
approach. The High Level Task Force which is working on an ASEAN post-
2015 vision is unlikely to propose fundamental changes to those key 
principles.  

ASEAN’s achievements in regional integration can be and are disputed. 
While it has been effective in bringing the region closer and avoiding inter-
state conflict, willingness to put common interests ahead of domestic 
concerns is questioned. For many analysts it would be more correct to 
speak about cooperation than regional integration34. Indeed regional 
integration remains a lower priority as national identity and nation-building 
–most countries became independent only after WW II– are the key 
priorities of the Member States. ASEAN is a tool to consolidate sovereignty 
rather than supersede it 35and to strengthen their independence from 
foreign intervention36. It would therefore be unrealistic to persist with 
regional ambitions that are not grounded into reality. 

Other scholars would say that, if politics is the art of the possible, the ASEAN 
leaders have done well with regard to prevailing conditions. Contributing 
to peace and stability is such a diverse region, sometimes described as the 
Balkans of Asia is indeed no small achievement. 

Endorsed in 1997 the ASEAN Vision 2020 put across the notion of a single 
community, which would encompass three pillars: political-security; 
economic; socio-cultural. The date for achieving this vision was brought 
forward to 2015 but two pillars are lagging behind and the overwhelming 
focus has always been on economic aspects. It is however becoming clear 
that the pursuit of economic development requires a more integrated 
approach that takes political and social priorities into consideration and 
links those different aspects. This will remain a challenge as long as political 
integration remains off-limits. 

The ASEAN Charter, which entered into force on 1 January 2009, establishes 
ASEAN as a rule-based legal entity. The binding agreement confirms the 
principles of sovereignty, independence, non-interference, national identity 
and territorial integrity. ASEAN and its Member States shall rely on peaceful 
settlement of disputes; adhere to the rule of law, good governance and 
democracy; respect fundamental freedoms. Disputes settlement 
mechanisms, foreseen in Chap 8 of the Charter and a 2010 Protocol to the 

 
34 While enhanced regional integration is mentioned in the preamble to the ASEAN Charter 
it is not listed as one of the purposes 
35 Michael LEIFER, The ASEAN Peace Process: a category mistake, 1999 cited in Francois 
GODEMENT, Divided Asia: the implications for Europe, ECFR, 2013 
36 Tan Sri Dato Seri Mohamed JAWHAR HASSAN, Trust-building in Southeast Asia: what made 
it possible?, Global Asia, vol.8, no 3, Fall 2013 
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National parliaments are 
only very little involved in 
ASEAN affairs. 

Charter, are not operational. 

Statements are regularly being produced but implementation and funding 
remain major problems and there is a serious rhetoric-action gap. The 
absence of a concerted regional response, and collective negotiation with 
the IMF to the 1997 Asian financial crisis, is a major example of the lack of 
solidarity among the Member States. 

National parliaments are little involved in ASEAN affairs. Their main 
contribution is through the ratification of ASEAN agreements when their 
Constitution so require. This step adds to the legitimacy of those 
agreements but can add delays and obstructions when national interests 
are involved: for example the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze 
Pollution, signed by the MS in June 2002, was only ratified by the 
Indonesian parliament twelve years later, in September 2014 (Indonesia is 
the largest haze producer in the region).  

8.1 ASEAN Political and Security Community (APSC): the non-
interference policy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ASEAN centrality in the 
regional security 
architecture remains a key 
objective. But the non-
interference policy makes it 
difficult for the APSC to play 
an active role. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Emerging from colonialism, nation-building had to contend with 
insurgencies, secessionist movements, political unrest and coups. Relations 
between states were bad too: historical enmities, different political 
ideologies and territorial issues divided the region –Indonesia’s Konfrontasi 
with Malaysia in 1963-1966 or Vietnam‘s invasion of Cambodia in 197937 
have not been forgotten. That the region is largely at peace since 1975, 
despite some residual disputes, is probably the biggest achievement of 
ASEAN.  

The APSC blueprint, agreed in 2009, envisages ASEAN to be a rule-based 
community of shared values and norms for a cohesive, peaceful, stable and 
resilient region. The APSC Blueprint does however not contain any 
implementation schedule or quantifiable targets. It remains a distant goal. 
Among the main deliverables it is worth mentioning the Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation (TAC), the ASEAN Charter, the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights 
(AICHR); the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (AHRD) and the ASEAN 
Institute for Peace and Reconciliation (AIPR). 

ASEAN centrality in the regional architecture remains a key goal in order to 
prevent major powers, in particular China, taking the lead. Despite Beijing’s 
talk about China’s peaceful rise, about being naturally non-expansionist 
and having no interest in exerting global dominance, fear of China 
domination is strong in Asia, for reasons of geography and history.  To-day 
a more assertive China is launching initiatives, such as the Belt and Road 
vision combining land transportation corridors and maritime port 

 
37 Ibid ref 35 
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ASEAN has found it difficult 
to agree on a common 
position on the South China 
disputes. 

development that challenge the principle of ASEAN centrality. 

As an organisation ASEAN has however demonstrated little active role in 
regional security issues, be it on preventive diplomacy or conflict 
resolution. The principle of non-interference remains the keystone of the 
association as the 2011 Thai-Cambodian border dispute around the Preah 
Vihear temple38 as shown. Some ASEAN members (Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Brunei Darussalam) have played an important role in the negotiations for 
the Comprehensive Agreement on Bangsamoro signed between the 
Philippines and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front in 2014 but ASEAN itself 
has not. During the years of the military junta in Myanmar ASEAN has 
pursued a policy of constructive engagement that fitted well with the 
interests of the Member States. 

The spring 2015 human trafficking crisis in the Andaman Sea has further 
highlighted the lack of solidarity among the Member States. While much 
blame can rightly been laid at the door of Myanmar it is also a regional 
problem that requires a regional response. But ASEAN was nowhere to be 
seen. All destination countries, including Malaysia which is chairing the 
regional grouping in 2015, are Member States of ASEAN but they have 
rejected the burden of looking after the migrants on each other shoulders 
and each ASEAN MS appears to be going it alone in their response. The 
reason offered is that those problems, such as border disputes, are either 
internal or bilateral in nature and best managed by the respective parties 
rather than brought to the ASEAN table.  

It is probably in its relations with major outside powers and international 
groupings that ASEAN has been most successful39: the ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF), the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting (ADMM-Plus), the East 
Asia Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Plus Three, the ASEAN Plus Six are all ASEAN-
centred platforms for regional trust-building. By forming a group, ASEAN 
countries feel more empowered and better heard in the Asia-Pacific region.  

However increased major power rivalry in the region, particularly China, 
Japan and the US, and their ability to exert influence on the more 
vulnerable states, undermine efforts to agree on a common ASEAN view. 
China is indeed the largest or second-largest trading partner and investor in 
most ASEAN MS. The South China Sea disputes are a perfect illustration 
where ASEAN has yet to forge a response: at the July 2012 Summit 
Cambodia blocked the inclusion of any reference to the South China Sea. 
Three years later, the Chairman’s statement of the 26th Summit, despite the 
Philippines and Vietnam’s push for ASEAN to take a stronger stand, limits 
itself to urge full and effective implementation of the Declaration on the 
Conduct of Parties (signed in 2002) and reports on the serious concerns 
expressed by some leaders on the land reclamation being undertake. Common 

 
38 Jim Della-Giacoma, Preventive diplomacy in South-east Asia: redefining the ASEAN way, 
(International Crisis Group, commentary, 31.12.2011) 
39 Barry DESKER, ASEAN integration remains an illusion, S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, March 2015 
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position and solidarity are scrupulously absent. Any reference to China, 
whose recent activity in land reclamation dwarfs all works done by other 
claimants, has been deleted. When the Philippines filed for international 
arbitration against China in 2013 it failed to receive support in ASEAN 
despite the fact that for several ASEAN members, particularly Singapore, 
Malaysia and Indonesia, freedom of navigation is an economically 
existential issue. Vietnam joined the Philippines’s court case in 2014. 

Would the relations between the major powers of the Asia-Pacific region 
further deteriorate as they scramble for supremacy, ASEAN MS may well 
find themselves in a situation where they are forced to choose a camp. 
Something which would obviously be against their best interest, that they 
wish to avoid at any cost and which could put strains on the Association. 

8.2 ASEAN Economic Community (AEC): myth or reality? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While the economic pillar is 
clearly the most advanced 

At the end of 2015 the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) will be officially 
launched. According to the ASEAN Secretariat about 90 % of the measures 
under the AEC Blueprint have been completed. The aim is to transform into 
a unified market with free movement of goods, services, skilled labour and 
freer movement of capital. An economically integrated region should 
contribute to economic growth, bridge regional disparities and bring 
benefits to the entire population. 

ASEAN is thus moving from the ASEAN Free Trade Agreement (AFTA), 
agreed in 1992, to the ASEAN Economic Community which is more rule-
based and aims at a zero tariff regime. But in 2013 intra-ASEAN trade 
amounted to only 24 % of total ASEAN trade40 (intra-EU trade accounts for 
around two-thirds of its total trade volume). Movement of labour, the 
services sector and air transport remain delicate topics. Progress towards 
financial integration has been disappointing, with banks dragging their feet on 
the process, said the Managing Director of the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore at the 45th ASEAN Banking Council meeting on 12 June 2015. 
Connectivity obstacles in physical infrastructure but also customs and 
immigration procedures create bottlenecks and limit the potential benefits 
of integration.  

According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), ASEAN requires 
USD 60 billion in annual investments for road, rail, power, water, and other 
critical infrastructure. The USD 485 million ASEAN Infrastructure Fund (AIF) 
jointly launched in 2012 by ASEAN and the ADB is largely inadequate to 
meet the needs of the region. Although anxious that Beijing may use it as 
instrument to pursue national goals41, ASEAN Governments have thus 
welcomed the 2015 proposal to establish the USD 100 billion Chinese-led 
Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and all of them are founding 

 
40 Source: ASEAN Secretariat 
41 Stuart LARKIN, The conflicted role of the AIIB in Southeast Asia , ISEAS Perspective 23, 8 
May 2015 
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of the three pillars, the AEC 
is a long-term project which 
requires further efforts. In 
2003, intra-ASEAN trade 
amounted to 24% of the 
total trade. 

members. 

For ASEAN Governments, the AEC is a gradual process with long term 
aspirations, rather than a mechanism with strict rules, and is pursued in 
areas where it is felt necessary42. In other words AEC is a journey rather than 
a destination and there will be little change on 1 January 2016: virtually all 
goods traded within ASEAN are already at zero tariffs and new concrete 
deliverables will be hard to identify. Being a top-down process with little 
involvement of the stakeholders, awareness among the final users is just 
beginning. AEC is implemented by national economies and there are 
different attitudes to economic integration both between countries 
(questions arise about jobs being lost, increased competition) and 
according to business size: while multinationals see the economies of scale, 
small and medium enterprises fear to be put at a disadvantage. 

What could be the next step if deeper economic integration is to be 
pursued? ASEAN leaders may consider working on a customs union (CU) 
where there is zero duty between members and a common external tariff 
applicable to all non-members. A CU also requires its members to 
harmonise customs procedures. Different levels of economic development 
among members, renewed calls for protectionism due to fear of additional 
competition and the lack of strong institutions pose a significant challenge 
to this goal.43 It is hard to see how the CLMV countries44 could in the near 
future join such a CU with a more advanced country such as Singapore.  

8.3 ASEAN Socio-cultural Community (ASCC): a common regional 
identity? 

 
 
 
ASEAN proclaims that it is 
people-oriented but the 
gap between the 
organisation and the 
people remains huge. 

Much of Asia is identity-based or even ethnicity-based nation building45. 
This is also true for the ASEAN countries where there is little sense of 
regional belonging and common identity among the citizens. As said 
before the region is very diverse in language, religion, culture, traditions, 
economy and political systems. As a top-down, elite-run organisation 
ASEAN has been very slow in promoting an ASEAN identity despite the fact 
that ASEAN proclaims that it is people-oriented46. As the 2015 Chair, 
Malaysia is promoting the idea of a people-centred ASEAN, which is often 
linked with the democratisation of the organisation and the creation of a 
participatory and inclusive identity. A Declaration on a People-oriented, 
People-centred ASEAN was issued at the end of the 26th Summit held in 

 
42 Sanchita Basu DAS, Five facts about the ASEAN Economic community, ISEAS, 23 April 2015 
43 Sanchita Basu BAS, Rahul SEN and Sadhana SRIVASTAVA, The feasibility of an ASEAN 
Customs Union, ISEAS Perspective nr13, 4 March 2015 
44 Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam 
45 Francois GODEMENT, Divided Asia: the implications for Europe, ECFR, 2013 
46 ASEAN Charter, art 1/13 
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Kuala Lumpur on 26 April 2015. 

There is hardly any ASEAN mind-set, except among policymakers, 
academics and journalists47. The gap between the institution and the 
people must be bridged but resurgence of aggressive nationalism, 
commitment to the nation-state, and concentration of ASEAN institutions 
in only one country (Indonesia) do not help in developing ASEAN-minded 
citizens. To be relevant the people-centred approach must go beyond 
issuing statements or declarations and deliver tangible benefits to the 625 
million citizens.48 In particular policies that share fairly the benefits of 
economic development must be put in place: rising inequalities are a threat 
to the region long-term growth and stability. 

The ASCC Blueprint mentions human development, social welfare, social 
justice and rights, environmental sustainability, building ASEAN identity 
and narrowing the development gap as priority areas. Major initiatives 
include a coordinating centre for disaster relief and humanitarian 
assistance, a joint response to climate change, an instrument for the 
protection of the rights of the migrant and a commission for the promotion 
and protection of the rights of women and children.  

As officially reported by the ASEAN secretariat, resource mobilisation for 
those initiatives remain a key concern of the ASCC. The ASEAN Foundation, 
whose aim is to promote greater awareness of ASEAN, and greater 
interaction among the peoples of ASEAN as well as their wider participation 
in ASEAN's activities, similarly lacks funding. Accordingly many of the 
activities included in the ASCC Blueprint will be deleted as they appear to 
be unrealisable49 and it should in the future concentrate on connectivity 
and people-to-people exchanges. 

9 EU-ASEAN cooperation 
 
 
 
After years of low interest 
the EU shifted in 2012 to a 
different gear and placed 
Asia and ASEAN firmly on its 
radar screen. Despite the 
latest crisis in and around 
the EU it is important to 
recognise Asia’s increased 
global weight and keep this 
engagement on track. 

Cooperation between the EU and ASEAN is based on the 1980 Co-operation 
Agreement. 

Since then both sides have profoundly changed through enlargements, 
economic growth and integration policies. Relations have also matured: the 
aim of the Nuremberg Declaration on ASEAN-EU Enhanced Partnership (2007) 
was to bring cooperation to a higher level. But it is in 2012 that the EU, as 
part of its larger engagement with Asia, shifted to a different gear and 
placed ASEAN firmly on its radar screen. In July 2012 the EU acceded to the 
ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) and the Bandar Seri Begawan 
Plan of Action to strengthen the ASEAN-EU enhanced partnership (2013-2017) 
was adopted.  

 
47 Barry DESKER, ASEAN integration remains an illusion , S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, March 2015 
48 TANG Siew Mun, Keeping the momentum of ASEAN’s community building, ISEAS, Straits 
Times 29 January 2015 
49 Author interview with Ambassador ONG Keng Yong, Singapore, 9 March 2015 
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The EU communication of 
18 May 2015 outlines the 
future of the EU-ASEAN 
partnertship. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A further step was taken on 18 May 2015 with the publication of a Joint 
Communication to the European Parliament and the Council: The EU and 
ASEAN, a partnership with a strategic purpose. While stopping short of 
upgrading the relation to a strategic partnership, the Communication 
recognises that the EU has a strategic interest in strengthening its 
relationship with ASEAN for economic and political reasons. Despite the 
latest crisis in and around the EU it is important to recognise Asia’s 
increased global weight and keep this engagement on track. ASEAN also 
values the role that the EU can play in the region and has expressed hope 
for greater EU engagement. It is in the process of re-defining its external 
relations and classifying its partners into three categories: strategic, 
dialogue and development.  

The EU and ASEAN have however very little in common: their goals, set-up, 
institutions, organisation, methods and principles are all different. They 
may share the goal of regional peace and stability, but who doesn’t? 

Without being a specific model the EU can help ASEAN progress towards its 
integration goal. It can also, without being neither a balancing force nor a 
hard power in the region, contribute to regional security and stability by 
maintaining multiple strategic options and cooperating on non-traditional 
security issues (such as crisis management, election observation, preventive 
diplomacy). 

While past focus of the cooperation has mostly been on economic issues, 
the promotion of the core EU values –human rights , democracy, good 
governance, rule of law– as opposed to the more collective Asian values, 
has regularly put strains on the relationship. Lecturing Governments on 
human rights was not well perceived in ASEAN capitals and most have 
strongly (and largely successfully) resisted what was perceived as undue 
pressure. There has been little appropriation of those values but this did 
little however to prevent EU-ASEAN economic relations to flourish, with the 
exception of Myanmar. Nevertheless EU agreements, such as PCA and FTA, 
always include the essential clause on democracy and human rights.  

To-day demand for more accountable governance is growing in many 
Asian states, not because of international pressure but because of local 
ordinary citizens and civil society movements who want more political 
representation and legitimacy. Singapore is an example where the young 
generation is actively demanding more political space. In Thailand a 
majority of voters has been challenging the rule exercised by the traditional 
elite at every election since 2010. 

The EU has therefore welcomed the establishment of the ASEAN 
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) in 2009 and the 
adoption of the ASEAN Human Rights Declaration in 2012. There is not yet a 
dedicated bilateral human rights dialogue at the regional level but the EU is 
keen to support the AICHR through enhanced dialogue and cooperation 
support: the ASEAN-EU Human Rights Programme has been allocated 3.3 
million euros for the period 2014-2017 under READI (Regional EU-ASEAN 
Dialogue Instrument). Support to national or regional civil society 
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The EU is the major 
development partner of 
ASEAN and the biggest 
donor to its secretariat. 

organisations and non-state actors are provided under the European 
Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR). But more could be 
done for democratising regional governance in Asia and promoting EU 
values. 

This paper is not the place to present in detail the activities of the ASEAN-
EU cooperation programme50. But it is important to note that the EU is a 
major development partner of ASEAN and the biggest donor to its 
Secretariat. In the budget cycle 2014-2020, the EU will support ASEAN 
integration and the Secretariat with EUR 170 million, a 150 % increase over 
the previous cycle (which provided close to EUR 70 million for 2007-2013). 
European Commission aid to Southeast Asia MS and ASEAN amounts to 
close to EUR 3 billion for the period 2014-2020. 

Those are signs that the ASEAN partners have well noted.  

There are no specific figures for direct support to the ASEAN Secretariat 
since all the EU ASEAN projects are supporting both the ASEAN Secretariat 
and the ASEAN Member States. The ASEAN Secretariat benefits from the 
technical support of Technical Assistance teams based in the Secretariat to 
prepare policy documents, strategies, work plans, guidelines, or to conduct 
studies. ASEAN Secretariat staff also benefits of training, workshops. The 
only envelop clearly earmarked for ASEAN Secretariat is the ARISE Grant 
contract of EUR 3 million (2012-2017) which aims at funding additional 
staff, and strengthening ASEAN Secretariat financial management 
capacities. 

No EU assistance is however directly provided to AIPA and its secretariat, 
the parliamentary branch of ASEAN. 

10 The ASEAN Inter-parliamentary Assembly ( AIPA) 
 Each ASEAN Member State has an assembly but not all ASEAN political 

systems are multiparty parliamentary democracies as commonly 
understood in the European Union.  

Indeed, Brunei has a 20-member Legislative Council which is fully 
appointed by the Sultan and only has consultative powers. Vietnam and 
Laos are one-party states with largely rubberstamping National Assemblies 
(although the Vietnamese National Assembly has in the last few years 
become more assertive and is annually rating the performance of the 
country top leaders). Singapore and Malaysia each have had their own 
same dominant party ruling the country since independence and the 
electoral system offers little political space for opposition. Myanmar 
recommenced holding elections only in 2010, the first since 1990, but those 
were largely rejected by the international community as being neither free, 
nor fair or inclusive. Thailand is currently governed by a military regime that 

 
50 For details see: http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/regions/asia/association-south-east-asian-
nations-asean_en 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/regions/asia/association-south-east-asian-nations-asean_en
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/regions/asia/association-south-east-asian-nations-asean_en
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has disbanded the elected National Assembly and replaced it with an 
appointed National Legislative Assembly, unsurprisingly filled with military. 
The draft Constitution, Thailand's 20th since it became a constitutional 
monarchy in 1932, and drafted by a 36-member appointed committee, 
aims at reducing powers of political parties, submitting elected politicians 
to control by non-elected bodies and limiting the role of parliament. 
Indonesia and the Philippines probably have the most vibrant parliaments 
but the reputation of many of their members is rather poor. 

10.1 A little bit of history 

 
 
 
The first ASEAN 
parliamentary meeting was 
held in 1975. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the early 1970’s, encouraged by the progress being made by ASEAN, the 
Indonesian House of Representatives came up with the idea of setting up 
an organisation consisting of the parliaments of the then five ASEAN 
member states  (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and 
Thailand). The first ASEAN Parliamentary Meeting was held in January 1975 
in Jakarta and the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Organisation (AIPO) was 
created in 1977, ten years after the Bangkok Declaration that established 
ASEAN, to promote closer cooperation among Parliaments of the Member 
States of ASEAN, an important and promising step.51 

The Statutes of the ASEAN Parliamentary Cooperation define the main aims 
and objectives of AIPO as follows: 

+ to promote closer cooperation among Parliaments of the Member States 
of ASEAN;  

+ to promote cooperation between AIPO and other Parliaments or regional 
and international parliamentary organisations;  

+ to facilitate the attainment of the objectives of ASEAN;  

+ to keep members of the AIPO informed of the actions carried out by each 
member Parliament in the carrying out of the aims of the AIPO. 

The idea of an ASEAN Parliament was first proposed by the Philippines in 
1980 but met with resistance from several Member States. It was agreed in 
1982 that the establishment of an ASEAN Parliament, while desirable, 
would be a long term goal. In the following years several AIPO resolutions 
repeated that time to move forward was not yet opportune and 
recommended that internal studies on an ASEAN Parliament be conducted. 
The 1991 AIPO General Assembly held in Bangkok adopted Resolution 
No.12GA/91/Res/0-18 on the ASEAN Parliament as follows: 

• To recommend that the Thai National Group, at its own cost, conduct 
an in-depth study of the merits and demerits of an ASEAN Parliament, 
along the lines of the European Parliament or other regional 
parliaments. 

 
51 Xavier NUTTIN, The ASEAN Inter-parliamentary Association, Policy Briefing, European 
parliament, August 2011 
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In 2006 an agreement was 
reached on an ASEAN 
Parliament as a long-term 
objective. 

That sounded positive, and the reference to the EP particularly interesting, 
but between 1994 and 2002, discussions on the forming of an ASEAN 
Parliament were no longer tabled in AIPO meetings and General Assemblies 
(GA). 

Moving towards the building of an ASEAN community by 2015, the 
aspiration of establishing an ASEAN Parliament resurfaced in 2003. The 
Report by the Philippines on the Feasibility of Establishing an ASEAN 
Parliament, was noted during the 24th General Assembly but it resolved to 
leave to individual Member Parliaments the decision to further study this 
matter and report to the GA in the near future. 

At the 27th AIPO General Assembly held in 2006 there was again consensus 
that the ASEAN Parliament would be a long term objective and that it 
would be more appropriate to first proceed with the transformation of the 
organisation into a more effective and closely integrated institution that 
could work on harmonisation of legislation52. Promoting the speedy 
ratification of ASEAN agreements was singled out as the other main activity. 

In other words the consensus was to say yes to an ASEAN Parliament but 
not for now. As of to-day that position has not fundamentally changed.  

As a first step the organisation’s name was changed from the ASEAN Inter-
Parliamentary Organization (AIPO) to the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary 
Assembly (AIPA). This had unfortunately no impact whatsoever on the 
mandate or effectiveness of AIPA. The Statutes were also amended to 
include an additional aim: 

To promote the principles of human rights, democracy, peace, security and 
prosperity in ASEAN.53  

10.2 Functioning of the AIPA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The AIPA Secretariat is located in Jakarta within the premises of the 
Indonesian House of Representatives which provides the facilities and 
covers the cost of maintenance. Its mission is to facilitate inter-
parliamentary activities within ASEAN and to manage the links with the 
AIPA National Secretariats upon which it heavily relies. It also connects with 
international and regional parliamentary organisations, including the AIPA 
Observer Members. Each ASEAN MS contributes an equal annual 
contribution of USD 30.000 to the secretariat budget to cover the salaries of 
the ten professional staff, four support staff as well as operating 
expenditures. All staff is Indonesian with the exception of the Secretary-
General who is appointed, on a rotating basis, for a three-year term 
(currently Mr P.O.RAM from Singapore). 

Like ASEAN, the AIPA strictly abides by and functions on the principle of 

 
52 Source: http://www.aipasecretariat.org/about/background-history/  
53 Statutes of the AIPA, Art 3/6 
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Like ASEAN, the AIPA strictly 
abides by and functions on 
the principle of non-
interference in the internal 
affairs of its members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AIPA has little power and 
impact on policies. 

non-interference in the internal affairs of its members. The EP enjoys the 
status of observer at the annual AIPA General Assembly54 and has 
repeatedly called for greater democratisation of the ASEAN decision-
making process and for a greater role for AIPA. 

ASEAN remains entirely government-driven: while the organisation 
acknowledges the usefulness of the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly it 
fails to give it any power. Parliaments of the ASEAN Member States were 
not involved in the writing of the ASEAN Charter. The AIPA contribution 
was limited to a short exchange of views in May 2007 between an AIPA 
delegation and the High Level Task Force that was drafting it. The Charter, 
signed in November 2007, fails to make any reference to parliamentary 
activity let alone to the establishment of an ASEAN Parliament. Instead of 
being an integral part of the institutional structure, AIPA is only listed in 
Annex 2 as an entity associated with ASEAN along business associations or 
civil society organisations. Those are major gaps that contribute to the 
democratic deficit of ASEAN55. At best ASEAN Member States see AIPA as a 
transmission belt for government-decided ASEAN policies, and AIPA 
representatives mostly agree with that viewpoint: 

Parliamentarians, as representatives of their constituent, could disseminate the 
ASEAN vision, mission and development to their constituent in order to solidify 
the integration of ASEAN 56 

According to ASEAN diplomats57 , AIPA has had a very minimal policy input. 
One can add that its control power is also minimal: it is merely a 
consultative body. Its legislative or oversight powers are almost non-
existent58. AIPA surely is not the only one to be blamed for that situation 
since, as explained above, governments in the region, in particular those 
with authoritarian systems, face little parliamentary scrutiny at home and 
attach little importance to the views expressed by parliamentarians. The 
symbolic and short exchange of views that take place between Leaders and 
the AIPA Chair during the bi-annual ASEAN summits is highly 
representative of that state of affairs59. Moreover the extremely small AIPA 
secretariat, both in terms of funding and staffing, puts strong limits on its 
capacity to support new parliamentary initiatives. 

 

 
54 As do the parliaments of the dialogue partners countries — China, Japan, South Korea, 
Australia, Canada, India, Russia, Belarus, New-Zealand, Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste. 
55 Xavier NUTTIN, The Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership; Policy Briefing, European 
parliament, 2010 
56 Opening address of the 33rd AIPA General Assembly, by the Vice-President of Indonesia, 
September 2012, Lombok 
57 Interviews by the Author in January-March 2015 
58 Georgios Papanagnou, Stephen Kingah, Luk Van Langenhove, Democracy building in the 
regional context: insights from the European parliament and beyond; in UNU-CRIS Policy Brief 
Nr 4, Institute on comparative regional integration studies, September 2014 
59 The first of such exchanges took place at the 14th ASEAN Summit held in Thailand in 
February 2009 
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10.3 AIPA structure and bodies 

 Nevertheless, the AIPA General Assembly (GA) does establish Study 
Committees and Ad Hoc Committees, to discuss specific issues related to 
the mutual development and common interest of AIPA Member 
Parliaments.60 This could form the basis for more pro-active parliamentary 
involvement. Some of the topics discussed within those committees 
include common legislation on narcotics, drug abuse and rehabilitation, 
ASEAN cooperation on Public Health, ASEAN laws related to, or having an 
Impact on, the implementation of AFTA (ASEAN Free Trade Area), ASEAN 
laws related to Tourism and Human Resources Development and 
enhancement of the AIPA Permanent Secretariat61. The GA has also 
established in 2007 the AIPA Caucus to follow-up on the implementation of 
AIPA resolutions and work towards harmonisation of legislation among 
ASEAN countries62. The AIPA Fact-Finding Committee to Combat the Drug 
Menace (AIFOCOM) deals specifically with legislation on combatting drugs. 

The Women Parliamentarians of AIPA (WAIPA) was established in 1998 as a 
branch of AIPA. The aims of WAIPA are to increase the participation and 
representation of women within AIPA and in Parliaments throughout 
ASEAN; to ensure that matters of specific concern to women be put on the 
agenda of AIPA’s General Assembly; to facilitate networking between 
women parliamentarians of ASEAN; and to establish networks with other 
women’s associations and women’s meetings within international 
organisations. It meets once a year in the margins of the General Assembly 
but is not very pro-active outside the annual GA63. 

Besides the formal committees established by the AIPA General Assembly 
some initiatives were undertaken by like-minded parliamentarians in their 
individual capacity but joining forces under the ASEAN umbrella. They are 
few, not part of, nor sanctioned by AIPA64, and they bring together a very 
limited number of parliamentarians. The aim is to influence ASEAN’s 
policies and agenda and they are most interesting to illustrate the potential 
for parliamentary diplomacy if this was to be taken seriously. 

The ASEAN Inter-parliamentary Caucus on Myanmar (AIPCM) was very vocal 
against the military junta and opposed the official ASEAN position of 
constructive engagement with the regime. The ASEAN leaders were paying 
lip service to their declaration and other press releases but the AIPCM 
contributed to put pressure on ASEAN policy towards Myanmar and 
demonstrated that fundamental freedoms are universal values and cannot 
be dismissed as being Western concepts. In June 2013 it was renamed the 

 
60 Source: AIPA website (http://www.aipasecretariat.org/) 
61 See: http://www.aipasecretariat.org/about-us/organizational-structure. 
62 Jurgen RULAND, in "Parliamentary dimension of regionalization and globalization", 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2013 
63 Author’s interview with AIPA Secretariat, 29 April 2015 
64 Imelda DEINLA, Giving the AIPA a voice in the ASEAN Community, International IDEA, 
2013 

http://www.aipasecretariat.org/
http://www.aipasecretariat.org/about-us/organizational-structure


ASEAN and the EU: Time to develop the parliamentary dimension of the relationship 
 

33  

ASEAN Parliamentarians for Human Rights (APHR) and now contributes to the 
ASEAN People’s Forum which coordinates civil society activities. 

The Asian Inter-parliamentary Caucus on Labour Migration (AIPCLM), initiated 
in 2007 and formalised in 2011, pursues common activities aimed at 
protecting and promoting the rights and welfare of migrant workers and 
members of their families beyond annual information exchanges. The 
scope of the Caucus was enlarged beyond ASEAN/AIPA to include 
parliamentarians from South Asia. The AIPCLM has three core objectives: i) 
to promote the cause of migrant workers in the respective national 
parliaments; ii) to collectively engage at the regional and international 
levels in the development of agreements and legislation; iii) to 
acknowledge the need to consider national, economic, and human security 
in the management of migration issues. It is actively supported by the 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung but unfortunately faces regular funding difficulties 
to carry out its activities. 

11 Possible ways forward 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Generally speaking regional 
integration processes tend 
to suffer from a democratic 
deficit: a top-down 
approach is often adopted. 
This is a major setback that 
results in lack of legitimacy 
and support from the 
average citizen for regional 
integration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This paper has taken stock of the different initiatives that were launched in 
South-East Asia and in South Asia to involve parliaments in the regional 
integration processes. It has also reviewed some of the European 
Parliament initiatives to build relations with Asia and to strengthen national 
and regional parliaments.  

Generally speaking regional integration processes tend to suffer from a 
democratic deficit: a top-down approach is often pursued and there is 
limited involvement from other stakeholders, including from elected 
parliamentarians and civil society representatives. This is a major setback 
that results in lack of legitimacy and support from the average citizen for 
regional integration. Public acceptance of policies is important for long-
term impact. 

States are usually reluctant to give away powers but to achieve greater 
levels of legitimacy, and respond to the many challenges posed by regional 
integration, representative assemblies must be empowered and their 
prerogatives extended. The inter-governmental nature of regional 
cooperation in Asia and the non-participatory decision-making process add 
more difficulties but there is a general trend towards more democratic 
accountability. 

Despite these difficulties, timely and careful planned development of 
parliamentary links between Asia and Europe would, by providing 
additional international recognition to legislative assemblies, advance 
representative democracy in the region and open more doors for 
parliamentary diplomacy. Exchanges between parliaments indeed enhance 
and strengthen their domestic role and contribute to the worldwide spread 
of democratic values. Parliaments can and should add their voices in the 
foreign affairs debates and negotiations, trying to shape and influence 
policies as much as possible and conducting parallel diplomatic relations. 
Parliamentary diplomacy adds legitimacy, resilience and political weight to 



Policy Department, Directorate-General for External Policies 
 

34 

 
 
Timely and carefully 
planned parliamentary links 
between Asia and Europe 
would, by providing 
additional international 
recognition to legislative 
assemblies, advance 
representative democracy 
in the region and open 
more doors for 
parliamentary diplomacy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are the possibilities 
for developing a joint 
parliamentary assembly 
between the EP and part or 
the whole of Asia? 
 

policies65. The European Parliament has a specific regional expertise that 
could be transmitted through enhanced collaboration with regional bodies.  

The question is therefore how to strengthen parliaments in Asia in the 
wider context of the promotion of democracy which is a clear commitment 
of the common foreign and security policy of the European Union. The EU is 
willing to share best practices and its significant experience but 
unfortunately the political commitment does not always translate into 
concrete measures, such as establishing a legal base for parliamentary 
cooperation committees.  

On the other hand, to be efficient, capacity development must be demand-
driven and much depends therefore on the Asian side willingness to draw 
on the EU expertise. The last two decades saw undeniable progress towards 
democratic governance in South and South-East Asia. Greater pluralism is 
happening. But important weaknesses remain and the executive branch of 
government is usually reluctant to accept control by, and share power with, 
the legislative branch. Parliamentary institutions remain weak and their 
role, impact, power and policy inputs very limited. The fact that in many 
Asian nations -but also in the EU- parliamentarians face a lack of trust from 
citizens does not help. Legislatures in the region enjoy low public trust and 
this attitude needs to be addressed as well. 

If it is agreed that there is a positive causal relationship between a strong 
parliament and a more democratic outcome 66 then much work remains to 
be done in the regions covered in this paper. 

The European Parliament has a long experience of being the driver in 
establishing organised parliamentary bodies including with regional 
partners (see chapter 7). It is now time for Parliament to explore how to 
support parliamentary democracy in Asia. This would give a most welcome 
message of support for democratic processes. In this complex framework 
what are the possibilities for developing a joint parliamentary assembly 
between the EP and part or the whole of Asia? 

In addressing this question it is important to consider the practical design 
options: with whom and how? The goals are to support representative 
democracy as well as regional integration. The challenge is the political 
commitment on both sides. Each of the options described below is 
therefore highly dependent on the political will from both sides. 

Asia and Europe meet under different formats: first under the ASEM 
umbrella which has a parliamentary component: ASEP. Asia also has two 
geographical sub-regional groupings aiming at integration: ASEAN and 
SAARC. The second one does not yet have a functioning parliamentary 
component and while SAARC has considered establishing a Conclave of 

 
65 Daniel FIOTT, On the value of parliamentary diplomacy , Madariaga Paper - Vol.4, Nr 7, April 
2011, Madariaga Foundation 
66 Zheng Yongnian, Lye Zheng Yongnian, Lye Liang Fook, Wilhem Hofmeister (ed): 
Parliaments in Asia: institution building and political development; (Routledge, 2013) 
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SAARC parliamentarians (see chap.4 above), it will probably take some time 
before this group is defined and ready to enter into formal relations with a 
third party. On the other hand, ASEAN established AIPO in 1977, now called 
ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly (AIPA), as a forum for the National 
Parliaments of ASEAN Members States. The EP enjoys observer status in this 
body. 

11.1 Support the development of the Asia-Europe Parliamentary 
Partnership (ASEP) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The EP has expressed 
support for a stronger ASEP 
with a role of scrutinising 
ASEM activities. The sheer 
scale of ASEM membership 
will not facilitate this 
approach. 

A holistic approach would be to create a Europe-Asia Parliamentary 
Assembly to provide democratic accountability to the ASEM process. ASEP 
brings together representatives of the parliaments of the 51 member states 
of ASEM plus the European parliament. Can it be used as a foundation for a 
Europe-Asia Parliamentary Assembly? 

In its January 2014 resolution on the future of EU-ASEAN relations, the EP 
stresses that ASEM and ASEP should be upgraded and further extended. 
Some Asian countries –in particular the Philippines, co-initiator of ASEP 
with the EP– might welcome this. Other partners would be more hesitant, 
be it for pragmatic reasons (distrust of a bureaucratic organisation) or 
political ones (fear of pressure in the field of human rights). ASEM, as an 
informal dialogue process where issues of global concern can be addressed, 
offers an established framework for exchanges. One of its aims is to provide 
a bridge between governments, business, parliamentarians and civil society 
representatives. Parliamentary scrutiny of ASEM activities is however 
currently nearly non-existent. 

Now close to its twentieth anniversary, ASEM is also in the process of 
reflecting on its future direction, including substance, procedures and 
deliverables, in order to harness the full potential of inter-regional 
cooperation67. For many it needs to be set on a renewed track to make it 
more relevant, visible and credible. Past achievements have indeed not 
always been up to expectations as the dialogue lacks focus and scope. In 
that sense an enhanced ASEP could contribute to highlight the strategic 
engagement between Europe and Asia and facilitate stronger public 
awareness and understanding. The EP could also propose to fulfil the role 
of EU coordinator among the European participating parliaments. 

But, according to all accounts, the parliamentary forum has so far been 
disappointing both in terms of output and participation on the European 
side. At the ASEP meeting in Brussels in September 2010 EP attendance was 
very low: only one MEP attended. European attendance at the 7th ASEP 
meeting held in Laos in 2012 was also limited: only 9 out of the 27 
parliaments of the EU MS attended while the EP sent a seven-member 

 
67 The Europe-Asia Meeting: making plans for a Pacific century, Italian Institute for 
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strong delegation.  

Compared to the two other platforms created under ASEM (the Business 
Forum and the People’s Forum) its achievements appear to be minimal. 
This may be linked to the fact that ASEM, being an informal dialogue 
process, does not take decisions or adopt policies that could be subject to 
parliamentary scrutiny. 

The sheer scale of ASEM (membership is now at 53 and more candidates are 
waiting) present another issue. It is no longer the bi-regional entity created 
in 1996 between the EU and the ASEAN + 3 but has a sprawling 
membership comprising states embracing different worldviews. This 
diversity can be both strength and a weakness68. Just as it would probably 
be difficult to organise a parliamentary assembly with all the countries of 
the American continent, it does not appear realistic to envisage an 
assembly that would bring together the European side with representatives 
of all the Asian countries, from Afghanistan to The Philippines, from 
Mongolia to New Zealand.  

Those weaknesses and the difficulties faced so far in organising the ASEM 
or ASEP meetings with an appropriate attendance, and the criticisms 
addressed to those bodies on their achievements, tend to demonstrate that 
this is far from being the best possible design but rather a difficult one and 
likely the least efficient. 

11.2 Establish a Euro-ASEAN Joint Parliamentary Assembly  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Asia is not a coherent continent. It is divided into sub-regions. Under this 
perspective, the option to work with established sub-regional organisations 
should be considered. As explained above SAARC has no parliamentary 
organisation. ASEAN does have the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly 
(AIPA). 

The European Parliament, represented by the Delegation for Relations with 
ASEAN and its Member States (DASE), enjoys observer status at AIPA. This 
provides the EP with an opportunity to attend the annual AIPA General 
Assembly, engage in dialogue at the regional level and contribute to the 
consolidation of representative democracy. During these exchanges the 
Parliament Delegation explains progress in EU construction, expresses 
support for regional integration (which is an EU global strategy), presents 
the EU as a reliable partner and promotes a stronger parliamentary 
dimension to the EU-ASEAN relationships.  

ASEAN, with its established structures, including AIPA, appears therefore to 
be a good starting point to enhance parliamentary links.  

AIPA is however far from being an ASEAN Parliament: it has no legislative 
powers on its own; its resolutions are non-binding, does not vote on the 
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The EP has regularly called 
for the parliamentarisation 
of ASEAN and for 
developing stronger 
relations with AIPA.  But 
AIPA is still at an early stage 
of development and it 
might be premature to 
establish a joint 
parliamentary assembly. 

ASEAN budget and has few oversight powers. The members belong to the 
ten national parliaments, are selected by their Speaker and participation is 
often restricted to members from the majority. It is more a forum where 
members from national parliaments meet to interact, exchange 
information, discuss problems of common interest and promote 
cooperation69. AIPA is not critical of Governments: it ensures rather a docile 
supportive function70. 

The more in-depth analysis of ASEAN presented in chapter eight above 
suggests that parliamentary democracy has not taken root yet in the region 
and explores the reasons for that situation, among which the current 
shortcomings in democratic governance in Asia. In this framework could a 
Euro-ASEAN joint parliamentary assembly be established along the lines of 
those created in Latin America (Euro-Lat) or in the Eastern Neighborhood 
(Euro-Nest) with AIPA on one side and the EP on the other side?  

The European Parliament has regularly called for the parliamentarisation of 
ASEAN and an empowerment of civil society. Indeed in its latest 
resolution71 on the future of EU-ASEAN relations adopted on 15 January 
2014 the EP acknowledges a shortcoming in the relations and recommends 
taking action: 

'… establishing a formal Euro-ASEAN inter parliamentary assembly would 
further upgrade relations between the EU and ASEAN Member States once the 
conditions were ripe and would also provide a forum for multilateral exchange 
to address global issues in a more comprehensive way' 

Furthermore the Joint Communication to the EP and the Council on The EU 
and ASEAN: a partnership with a strategic response , adopted by the 
European Commission on 18 May 2015 specifically says that: 

'The EU will continue to promote the parliamentary dimension of the EU-ASEAN 
relations, including by supporting more structural exchanges between the EP 
and the AIPA as proposed by the EP resolution of 15 January 2014'. 

It may now be the right time to act on those calls. Although its importance 
at regional level is still relative, AIPA (and its objectives) is fully relevant in 
relation to the development of the political context in Southeast Asia. Its 
role will grow in the future and the EP should continue to support the 
development of stronger regional parliamentary institutions. The biggest 
challenge for ASEAN beyond 2015 lies in getting people on board of the 
community-building train and to make results visible to the average citizen. 
Parliaments as peoples’ representatives have a major role to play here. 

A Joint Parliamentary Assembly could either bring together EP and AIPA 

 
69 AIPA Statutes, art 3 
70 Jurgen RULAND, in Parliamentary dimension of regionalization and globalization, 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2013 
71 (http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-
%2F%2FEP%2F%2FTEXT%2BTA%2BP7-TA-2014-
0022%2B0%2BDOC%2BXML%2BV0%2F%2FEN&language=EN) 
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representatives or be broadened to include representatives from EU 
Member States as well (AIPA representatives are actually Members from 
National Parliaments delegated on a case by case basis to AIPA events). It 
should however avoid discussing national issues and focus on global and 
regional challenges. 

To develop greater and deeper contacts with parliaments in Asia at a 
region-to-region level, ASEAN appears to be the adequate starting point 
because of its established regional architecture, growth prospects and size. 
The EU and ASEAN share a commitment to regional integration as a means 
of fostering regional stability, building prosperity, and addressing global 
challenges. The EU acknowledges ASEAN’s central role in the continent’s 
regional architecture and both sides are studying the possibility to upgrade 
their relation to the level of strategic partners. An EU Ambassador to ASEAN 
has been appointed in 2015.  

However It takes two to tango and political commitment on the ASEAN side 
is of paramount importance. The current situation in the region, with regard 
to the role of parliaments, makes it probably premature to look at the 
establishment of a full joint parliamentary assembly. An ASEAN parliament 
remains a long-term goal. This should however be kept in mind as a future 
goal and the preliminary steps should be prepared. 

11.3 Develop a regular and structured relation with AIPA   

 
 
 
 
The need to strengthen 
parliamentary relations with 
the most dynamic region in 
the world is obvious. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With progress being made towards economic integration by end 2015 and 
recognition of the need to be more people-oriented, discreet reflection is 
on-going in ASEAN on the ways to enhance its legitimacy. There are 
growing signs of a wider regional interest, and maybe of more ambition, to 
study and understand how democracy can work at the regional level. For 
example the themes of the 34th and 35th General Assemblies of AIPA in 2013 
and 2014 reflect this tendency: The Role of AIPA in Realising the ASEAN 
Community and Strengthening parliamentary cooperation in the ASEAN 
Community Building. AIPA’s role is indeed likely to grow in the future, albeit 
slowly, to eventually become the parliamentary arm of ASEAN, an outcome 
which has been strongly and repeatedly supported by the EP. 

This calls for a more proactive EU attitude towards the world's most 
dynamic region. It would be in line with the DEG’s 2014 End of Legislature 
Report which recommends developing Parliament’s role in the area of 
democracy support. 

If the idea to set-up of a joint assembly cannot be agreed between the two 
institutions, be it for political or financial reasons, and rather than be 
content with status-quo (where the EP Delegation for relations with ASEAN 
acts as contact point with AIPA) another alternative should be studied to 
develop greater and deeper relations. This alternative, of a more modest 
but also more realistic nature, could be to establish a formal, regular and 
structured dialogue between the EP and AIPA. The dialogue would cover an 
annual meeting in the form of a roundtable where regional or global topics 
of mutual interest could be discussed. A capacity-building component 
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There is interest on the side 
of AIPA in developing 
parliamentary relations. This 
requires political will on the 
side of the EP. 

could be added in view to reinforce parliamentarianism in ASEAN. 

Referring again to the resolution on the future of EU-ASEAN relations 
adopted on 15 January 2014, the EP suggested that the OPPD72 could 
provide capacity-building assistance to the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary 
Assembly (AIPA). This has started with the first AIPA official having attended 
training in Brussels in September 2014. A second one will attend training in 
September 2015. 

Based on the EP Resolution of January 2014 a first step could be to mandate 
the Chair of the Delegation for relations with ASEAN to include a reference 
to this formal dialogue, with a commitment in principle, in its speech to be 
delivered to the next AIPA General Assembly (GA) to be held in Kuala 
Lumpur on 7-11 September 2015. This could then receive the formal 
endorsement of the AIPA General Assembly. The next step should be to 
organise, based on a joint declaration of intent, a brain-storming session to 
discuss the detailed framework of the dialogue. This parliamentary 
conference could be held in Brussels or in the margins of the annual AIPA 
GA. 

It should be recalled that the Chair of the DASE Delegation wrote in 2012 to 
the Conference of Presidents to seek authorisation to invite an AIPA 
Delegation once a year to Brussels in reciprocity for the invitation to the 
annual AIPA GA. While the Conference of Presidents endorsed the political 
objective, it did not approve the financial proposal making the entire 
exercise improbable73. 

In this context it is important to note that one of the EU Member States has 
decided that strengthening the parliamentary normative and control 
functions in ASEAN was worth a financial effort: Germany is, since 2012, 
funding the programme Capacity Development for AIPA jointly executed by 
the Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and the Hans 
Seidel Stiftung (HSF). The pilot phase (2012-2013) benefitted from a 
EUR 645.000 grant and Phase 1 (2014-2015) has a budget of EUR 575.000. In 
the framework of this programme a visit was organised to the EP in 
November 2013 for AIPA members of parliament and staff of the secretariat 
on the theme AIPA-EP Comparative Study on Parliamentary Control Functions. 
They met with Mr Klaus Welle, Secretary-General of the EP, and other 
colleagues. 

The AIPA Secretariat and GIZ are now eager to push further the cooperation 
and have proposed to establish an AIPA-EP Dialogue Facility which could 
complement their programme and contribute to achieving Parliament’s 
objectives. Under the political guidance of the EP Democracy Support and 
Election Coordination Group (DEG) a period of preparation would cover the 
administrative and organisational aspects of the proposal and identify the 
topics that could be discussed during the formal political dialogue events 
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between both sides. The dialogue events could include a plenary session, 
three panels according to the three ASEAN pillars and a final political 
declaration. They would be co-funded by Germany, the EP and AIPA and 
could possibility be linked to the calendar of the ASEAN-EU Foreign 
Ministers meetings to increase visibility and impact. A specific needs 
assessment could be discussed in parallel with the AIPA secretariat, GIZ and 
HSF for the capacity-building component and implemented under the 
Democracy Fellowship Programme74 run by the Democracy and Elections 
Actions Unit (DG EXPO, EP). 

Here again initiatives will only be efficient if ASEAN leadership show greater 
interest in empowering legislators and the regional legislative body. That 
would probably require at a certain stage upgrading and reinforcing the 
AIPA secretariat and, above all, political will. 

12 Conclusion 
 
 
The European Parliament 
should stay in the forefront 
of the promotion of 
democracy and human 
rights worldwide, including 
encouragement and 
support to the 
development of strong and 
effective parliaments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Asia is the most dynamic 
region in the world but is 
also the region where 
regional parliamentary 
relations between the EP 
and its partners are less 
structured.  
 
 
 

The EU is committed to the promotion of democracy worldwide. In that 
perspective, representative democracy is a keystone and the role of 
parliamentarians a crucial one. As expressed in the 2014 End of legislature 
report75 of the EP Democracy Support and Election Coordination Group, the 
European Parliament should stay in the forefront of the promotion of 
democracy and human rights worldwide, including encouragement and 
support to the development of strong and effective parliaments as the 
latter are key to the experience of inclusive democracy (EP resolution of 7 July 
2011). 

The development of regional entities is strongly supported by the EU in all 
parts of the world as a key element of its global strategy. Regional 
cooperation is a stabilising factor and offers greater opportunities to boost 
prosperity and secure peace and stability.  

Asia is the most dynamic region in the world but is also the region where 
regional parliamentary relations between the EP and its partners are less 
structured. This may be due to democratic deficit on the Asian side but also 
to lack of political will on the European side. It is however time to capitalise 
on the general trend towards more participation and more democracy in 
the region. 

The EU political strategies and the growth prospects of Asia fully justify the 
search for ways to enhance representative democracy at both the national 
and regional levels. The deepening of relations between Asia and the EU 
calls for the creation of joint regional parliamentary bodies to hold 
executives to account and to scrutinise their activities. Different ways 

 
74 The DFP mission is to exchange good practices and experiences by offering short term 
training programmes. It targets civil servants of national parliaments and international 
regional assemblies in new and emerging democracies. 
75https://epnet.europarl.europa.eu/http://www.exponet.ep.parl.union.eu/expoadm/webda
v/site/expoadm/shared/dird/deac/final%20DEG%20report.pdf  
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The deepening of relations 
between Asia and the EU 
calls for the creation of joint 
regional parliamentary 
bodies to hold executives to 
account and to scrutinise 
their activities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A more pro-active approach 
to democracy promotion 
and support in these 
regions is required from the 
EU and the EP. 

forward are being suggested in this paper.  

The Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership (ASEP) provides a parliamentary 
dimension to the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). Due to ASEM sheer size and 
diversity in political regimes and cultures it might be very difficult to 
attempt to launch a joint parliamentary assembly similar to Eurolat or 
Euronest with the whole Asian continent. 

On the other hand the EU fully supports ASEAN centrality in the regional 
architecture and has developed an inter-regional relationship since the 
early 1970s that fosters mutual cooperation und understanding. ASEAN’s 
deeper integration may accelerate growth and economic dynamism to the 
benefit of itself and its trading partners alike. A regional parliamentary 
assembly, the ASEAN Inter-parliamentary assembly (AIPA), has been 
established among the ten member states of ASEAN as early as 1975. The 
EP Resolution on the future of EU-ASEAN relations adopted on 15 January 
2014 provides a strong political mandate to upgrade relations between the 
two sides. AIPA could form the basis for a future joint assembly although it 
is suggested in this paper that, due to current political circumstances, a 
more modest approach should be adopted by first launching a regular 
structured dialogue.  

There remain definitely significant limits, for the time being, to the 
development of parliamentary democracy in Asia. The EU initiatives for 
democratising regional governance in South and South-East Asia also still 
lack sufficient political support. A more pro-active approach to democracy 
promotion and support in these regions is required from the EU and the EP. 
On the other hand greater acceptance by Asian governments of 
parliamentary scrutiny and oversight, a sign of increasing democratic 
maturity, is needed and would represent a key step for their democratic 
credentials.  

 


