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1 Context and legal framework 
 
 
 
 
The EU has a strategic 
interest in strengthening its 
relationship with ASEAN for 
economic, political and 
security reasons.  
 
 

In 1967 six countries established the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN). 2017 will therefore mark its 50th anniversary but also the 40th 
anniversary of the start of the ASEAN-EU dialogue relations. Those relations are 
still based on the 1980 Co-operation Agreement. Since then both sides have 
profoundly changed through enlargements, economic growth and integration 
policies. As part of its larger engagement with Asia, the EU shifted to a 
different gear in 2012 and placed ASEAN firmly on its radar screen. In July the 
EU acceded the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), the key ASEAN political 
statement, and the Bandar Seri Begawan Plan of Action to strengthen the ASEAN-
EU enhanced partnership (2013-2017), the framework for all cooperation, was 
adopted.  

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 
recognizes that the EU has a strategic interest in strengthening its relationship 
with ASEAN for economic, political and security reasons. Despite the latest 
crisis in and around the EU it is vital to recognize Asia’s increased global weight 
and keep this engagement on track. The most recent document is the Bangkok 
Declaration on Promoting an ASEAN-EU Global Partnership for Shared Strategic 
Goals, adopted on 14 October 2016 by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the 
two blocks.  

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 with EUR170 million, a 150 % increase over the previous cycle 
(2007-2013). 
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2 Key issues and priorities 
 
 
 
 
The EU-ASEAN partnership 
can and must deliver joint 
responses to global 
challenges. 

As a general principle the European Union advocates regional integration as 
an effective means of achieving prosperity, peace and security. It can be 
argued that the EU and ASEAN have little in common: as regional 
organisations their set-up, institutions, organization, methods, aims and 
principles are all different. For example ASEAN strongly adheres to the non-
interference principle while for the EU transfer of sovereignty is a fundamental 
concept. Both sides do however share important goals such as regional 
integration between highly diverse member states, peace and stability and 
effective multilateralism in an international rules-based order. Moreover 
ASEAN’s centrality in the Asia-Pacific regional architecture is fully supported by 
the EU. Deepening and enhancing relations, both politically and economically, 
with one of the most dynamic region in the world will bring important benefits 
for the EU citizens:   in our globalised world the interdependence between 
ASEAN and the EU has reached significant levels that indeed go well beyond 
trade to include security, prosperity and global challenges. Responses to 
global challenges can only be effective if they are joint responses: the EU-
ASEAN partnership can and must deliver those joint responses.  

2.1 Strategic partnership 
 
 
 
 
A strategic partnership 
must embrace all aspects of 
the relationship. 

The 2015 Joint Communication refers to ASEAN and the EU as “partners in 
integration”. The goal is naturally to work towards a strategic partnership, on a 
par with China and India. From the EU point of view such a strategic 
partnership must embrace all aspects of the relationship, from trade to energy, 
from climate change to political and security issues, from human rights to 
sustainable development. There is also considerable scope for deepening and 
expanding cooperation on regional issues of global significance. That requires 
political will and resources.  Steps have been taken such as the opening of a 
dedicated EU Delegation to ASEAN and the provision of additional funds to 
support cooperation activities. However agreement on a comprehensive 
package that encompass all areas, including participation in the East Asia 
Summit (EAS), remains elusive but is needed to qualify the relationship as 
being strategic. 

2.2 Trade and economic relations 
 
 
 
The ASEAN Community 
offers significant scope for 
increased trade relations. 

ASEAN is the EU’s third largest trade partner and the EU is ASEAN’s second 
trade partner (after China). Bilateral trade in goods and services has reached 
EUR 246.6 billion in 2014. The EU is also the largest investor in ASEAN (almost a 
quarter of all FDI). With its 625 million consumers, and an average growth rate 
of around 5.5 % per year, the recently established ASEAN Community offers 
significant scope for increased trade relations. Bilateral free trade agreements 
have been negotiated, or are under negotiation, with Singapore, Vietnam, 
Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, The Philippines. Both sides are committed to the 
resumption of negotiations for a region-to-region FTA (they were suspended 
in 2009) using the bilateral agreements as building blocks. The expected US 
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withdrawal of the Trans Pacific Partnership (TTP) trade deal, as announced by 
President-elect Trump, will likely open the door for other trade agreements. It 
would also deprive ASEAN of means to balance its relations with China.  China, 
which is promoting the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), 
will probably largely benefit from that situation. The EU should not miss the 
opportunity and not let Brexit (the UK is the second largest economy in the EU 
and one of the more pro-trade MS) negatively impact on those prospects. 

2.3 Political and Security dialogue 
 
 
 
The EU is looking for ways 
to increase its engagement, 
and to demonstrate its 
added value, with all 
ASEAN-led mechanisms in 
the security field. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Is the ASEAN principle of 
non-interference put into 
question by the Rohingya 
issue?  

Past focus of EU-ASEAN cooperation has mostly been on economic issues and 
the EU is still largely seen as a trade block by some ASEAN Member States. The 
EU’s ambition to expand its role as a global security actor is clearly presented 
in the 2016 Global Strategy for the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy. In that 
context the EU is looking for ways to increase its engagement, and to 
demonstrate its added value, with all ASEAN-led mechanisms in the security 
field. The EU is not an Asian power but in a globalised world its security 
depends on its relations with others and on a rules-based international order. 
Dialogue on security aspects, both traditional and non-traditional, should 
therefore be enhanced in order to show that the EU can be taken as a serious 
security actor in the region. This would include membership in the East Asia 
Summit (EAS), the leading forum for strategic cooperation in the region, in 
addition to participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). 

In December 2016 one of the fundamental principles of ASEAN - non-
interference- was for the first time put into question by a member state: 
Malaysian officials have publicly condemned the Myanmar authorities on their 
actions in Rakhine state. Some have asked to review Myanmar membership 
because of “ethnic cleansing”. The unacceptable and growing violence against 
the Rohingyas, which had never been considered as a regional issue requiring 
a regional response but rather as an internal Burmese affair, is now drawing 
much attention and may affect ASEAN cohesiveness. Coming in addition to the 
lack of common ASEAN position on the South China Sea issue and the 
dilemmas posed on ASEAN neutrality by the increasing China-US rivalry in the 
region, this situation could put additional strains on the Political and Security 
pillar of ASEAN.  

2.4 Connectivity 
 
 
 
Connectivity bring business, 
people and institutions 
together, between ASEAN 
countries and with the rest 
of the world. 

Connectivity, or how to build an integrated regional economic system,  is the 
unifying project at the heart of ASEAN today as set out in the Master Plan on 
ASEAN Connectivity 2025 and an essential element of regional integration, a 
policy promoted worldwide by the EU. Connectivity bring business, people 
and institutions together, between ASEAN countries and with the rest of the 
world. It covers physical infrastructure such as land, sea and air links but also 
regulatory frameworks and people-to-people relations.  Most EU-funded 
activities aim at increased connectivity between the two regions and the EU 
has valuable assets to achieve the connectivity goals. But that represents only 
a small fraction of the huge needs of the region.  Connectivity requires 
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considerable financial resources as well as technical assistance: the Chinese-
led, Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank ( AIIB) created in 2014 with a capital of 
USD 100 billion, aims at the promotion of interconnectivity and economic 
integration in the region" and will no doubt play an important role.  

2.5 Rule of law and human rights 
 
 
 
 
As a people-centred 
organisation ASEAN must 
do more to democratise 
regional governance and  
promote universal values. 

“To consolidate and support democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and good 
governance” is one of the objectives of the CFSP as stated in Art.21 of the 
Lisbon Treaty.  While both sides agree in principle to promote and protect 
fundamental freedoms this has regularly put strains on the relationship. The 
abolition of the death penalty, the situation of vulnerable minorities and the 
rights of women and girls remain EU priorities. In some ASEAN Members States 
democracy is also at risk. Lecturing Governments on human rights has not 
been well perceived in ASEAN capitals and most have strongly (and largely 
successfully) resisted what was perceived as undue pressure. The current 
President of the Philippines, the 2017 ASEAN Chair, illustrates this point at its 
peak. Nevertheless EU agreements, such as PCA and FTA, always include the 
essential clause on democracy and human rights. 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. The first dedicated human rights policy dialogue at the 
ASEAN level took place in October 2015.  As a people-centred organisation 
more needs to be done for democratizing regional governance in ASEAN, 
promoting universal values and develop people-to-people contacts.  

3 Parliamentary cooperation 
 
 
 
The parliamentary 
dimension of the EU-ASEAN 
relations can be 
strengthened through the 
establishment of a formal, 
regular and structured 
dialogue between the EP 
and AIPA.  

The parliamentary dimension of the EU-Asia relations remains weak. The sheer 
size, complexity and diversity of Asia may explain this situation. It also reflects 
the current shortcomings in democratic governance in Asia and a certain lack 
of political will on the European side. Regional parliamentary assemblies are 
rare, with the notable exception of the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly 
(AIPA), which brings together representatives from national parliaments of the 
ASEAN Member States, but has no legislative powers.  

In its resolution of January 2014 on the future of EU-ASEAN relations the EP 
calls for a reinforcement of AIPA’s role and supports the strengthening of 
parliamentary relations. That could, in a first stage, take the form of a formal, 
regular and structured dialogue between the EP and AIPA (the EP has observer 
status at AIPA). In the same resolution Parliament also welcomes progress 
achieved in the ASEAN regional integration process; considers that both sides 
have shared values as well as common political and economic interests; 
encourages the development of people-to-people contacts and is looking 
forward to mutual rapprochement on human rights issues.  

 


