
 

Bangkok Initiatives on the Future Direction of ASEM* 

  

At the 10th ASEM Summit meeting (ASEM 10) held in Milan on 16-17 

October 2014, ASEM Leaders welcomed the development of the ASEM process 

and recognised the need to build upon its strengths and accomplishments in order 

to move the ASEM process forward. Hence, they tasked the ASEM Foreign 

Ministers and the Senior Officials to submit concrete recommendations on the 

future direction of ASEM to the next Summit to be held in 2016 in Mongolia, 

which will mark the 20th anniversary of ASEM. They also welcomed Thailand’s 

initiative to host an ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM in order 

to contribute to this important undertaking.  

  

Thailand hosted the ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM 

on the 30 March 2015 in Bangkok. There were 26 panelists and moderators and 

approximately 270 participants from all ASEM members attending the 

Symposium. They actively participated in the panel discussions during the five 

sessions namely: (1) Overview session, (2) Political Pillar session, (3) Economic 

Pillar session, (4) Social and Cultural Pillar session, and (5) Conclusion session. 

  

At the inaugural ASEM Summit in Bangkok in 1996, all members agreed 

to work together to create a new Asia-Europe partnership, to build a greater 

understanding between the people of the two regions, and to establish a 

strengthened dialogue among equals.  

  

As ASEM celebrate the 20th Anniversary of ASEM and enters the third 

decade, it is timely that we take stock of past achievements and chart the future 

direction of ASEM. In this connection, the Bangkok Initiatives on the Future 

Direction of ASEM, which are the outcomes of the ASEM Symposium, are listed 

to form part of the basis for the discussions of the ASEM SOM and FMM on the 

future direction of ASEM.  

  

The following are the ideas and inputs emanating from the ASEM 

Symposium.  

 

Global and Regional Contexts  

 The global setting has greatly changed since the establishment of ASEM in 

1996. The sentiments of Asia and Europe have shifted from the post-Cold 

War euphoria and open regionalism when ASEM was formed to less 

optimism and skepticism today.   

 There have also been autonomous developments and increased linkages 

between Asia and Europe driven by diverse stakeholders, irrespective of 
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ASEM, which have raised the question of ASEM’s relevance and role in 

shaping international developments and addressing the world’s complex 

problems.  

 Changes in the strategic landscape in Asia and Europe have left both regions 

searching for a new geopolitical equilibrium, which may have distracted 

each region’s attention from one another.     

 Asia and Europe are now facing many challenges and threats which are 

often trans-national in nature and common to all, which require common 

efforts and even greater synergy between Asia and Europe.    

 

Possible Recommendations on the overarching characteristics of ASEM  

 ASEM should reflect on the fundamental principles and ideas that 

underpinned the formation of ASEM in 1996. 

o Maintain the informal, loose, and non-binding nature, as well as the 

non-intervention principle of ASEM. 

o Refocus the fundamental objectives of ASEM, i.e. confidence 

building, actively participate in the global trade, and enhance 

people-to-people connection  

 ASEM should be a relevant, dynamic and constructive player in shaping 

the global dialogue and agenda.  

 ASEM Partners should perceive themselves not as two separate, distinct 

continents, but as a single space and landmass connected by waterways to 

help consolidate ASEM’s concerted action in addressing common 

challenges.  

 All pillars of cooperation in ASEM should be well-balanced.    

 

Possible Recommendations on the Political pillar 

 ASEM should remain a region of peace and stability with a culture of 

cooperation to address common security challenges. 

 Asia and Europe should promote the shared commitment to respect 

diversity, tolerance and moderation so as to, inter alia, combat radicalism 

and extremism.  

 ASEM should have its own definition of security and identify a few 

common security issues to focus on.  

 More informal format for Leaders’ meeting such as a retreat should be 

encouraged so as to allow Leaders to discuss sensitive issues in an 

interactive manner and find a common ground on such issues.   

 A few issues of today at Leaders’ and FMM’s levels should be identified to 

allow a more focused discussion on issues of common concerns.  
 

Possible Recommendations on the Economic pillar 

 Asia and Europe should be a shared economic space with enhanced 

connectivity and economic interaction. 
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 ASEM should retain its focus on having a strategic dialogue on economic 

cooperation matters, while seeking to promote more tangible and result-

oriented economic initiatives. 

 ASEM should take a sectoral and incremental approach, making full use of 

existing mechanisms within the economic pillar, to promote economic ties 

between Asia and Europe. 

 An ASEM FTA should, in principle, be a desirable long-term vision for 

promoting trade within ASEM. At the same time, ASEM should concentrate 

on what is attainable and realizable by ensuring that existing subregional 

FTA initiatives among its members are achieved and by eliminating 

practical impediments to trade and investment activities. 

 ASEM members should work more closely to promote connectivity, 

including maritime connectivity, and infrastructure development, which is 

an area where ASEM members have a lot of complementarities. Enhanced 

connectivity will support the growth of trade, investment and value chains 

within and across the regions. 

 Private sector participation in ASEM should be strengthened, with a view 

to deepening business-to-business (B2B) cooperation, particularly small-

and-medium size enterprises (SMEs). 

 ASEM should also consider initiating a forum for dialogue between leaders, 

business leaders and other stakeholders, similar to the World Economic 

Forum. 

 ASEM should move forward on economic cooperation in such areas as 

environmentally friendly development and sustainable growth, agriculture, 

energy efficiency and conservation, and urbanization and urban solutions.   

 

Possible Recommendations on the Social Pillar  

 ASEM’s policies should have the peoples at its heart to promote the well-

being and protection of all individuals and enhance people-to-people 

contacts to raise people’s living standards and increase ASEM’s relevance 

to our people. 

 Social and cultural activities should help enhance those of other pillars, 

through among others increasing synergy between the Economic and Social 

Pillars.  

 The capacity of the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) should be strengthened, 

through, among others, providing adequate funding and enhanced partnership 

with other relevant stakeholders, so that ASEF can contribute more to ASEM 

addressing issues of common concern such as climate change, low-carbon 

society, education, public health, ethnography, good governance, and smart city. 

 The role and participation of youths in the ASEM process should be enhanced 

through Model ASEM and by organizing annual ASEM Youth Summit, as 

well as promoting youth’s internship in agencies of ASEM members, and 

participation in organizing ASEM meetings and activities.      
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 ASEM should further strengthen education cooperation in its 4 focused areas, 

i.e. mutual recognition, promoting business participation in education, 

educational mobility, and vocational education, while striving for more 

exchange of good practices result-oriented projects / tangible activities.  

 ASEM should promote cultural cooperation and networking as bridge builder 

to promote better understanding between the two regions.      

 

Possible Recommendations to strengthen the ASEM Process 

 ASEM should enhance its institutional capacity and institutional memory, 

as well as coordination within and between sub-groups.  

 While the idea of an ASEM Secretariat is being explored, ASEM should 

consider establishing sectoral leadership in specific areas. 

 ASEM should strike a balance between “informality” and “tangibility”.  

 ASEM should bring in other stakeholders such as the private sector, 

academia, youth, civil society and media in the ASEM process, as well as   

intensify its outreach activities through use of social media.   

 To further strengthen tangible areas of cooperation, ASEM should consider 

setting up a enable a group of like-minded members with similar interest to 

forge cooperation in such areas before expanding it to ASEM level.      

 ASEM should learn from experience of other multilateral fora, such as G-

20, APEC, Nuclear Security Summit, and ASEAN, to improve its working 

methods and institutions.   
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