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Foreword

 	 There have been a number of studies on ways to further 
improve the ASEM process. Notable among them is the “Helsinki 
Declaration on the Future of ASEM”, which was endorsed during 
ASEM 6 in 2006 on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of ASEM 
and has been instrumental in leading to improvements of the ASEM 
process. Since then, ASEM has grown while the global contexts 
have changed significantly. The 20th anniversary of ASEM in 2016 
is a great opportunity to seriously look back on the past 20 years 
and plan for the future of ASEM.

	 During ASEM 10 in Milan (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. In this context, Thailand hosted the ASEM 
Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM on 30 March 2015 
in Bangkok.

	 The Symposium was warmly welcomed by ASEM partners 
and co-sponsored by Australia, Belgium, China, the EU, Finland, 
India, Ireland, Japan, Lao PDR, Latvia, Lithuania, Myanmar, the 
Netherlands, Singapore, and the United Kingdom. Together with 
distinguished panelists and moderators, 270 participants from Asia 
and Europe representing government sectors, academia, civil  
society groups and business sectors attended the Symposium to 
review ASEM’s achievements thus far and set out the framework 
for ASEM’s future direction towards its third decade, given new 
challenges and opportunities in Asia and Europe. The Symposium 
was conducted in a panel discussion format and comsisted of 5 
sessions namely: (1) Overview session, (2) Political Pillar session, 
(3) Economic Pillar session, (4) Social and Cultural Pillar session, 
and (5) Conclusion session. 
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	 Key points of each session was summarized in the ‘Bangkok 
Initiatives on the Future Direction of ASEM’, which was the outcome 
document of the Symposium. The document received an enthusiastic 
welcome and was widely discussed at the ASEM SOM on 31 March-
1 April 2015 in Bangkok and on 10-11 September 2015 in Brussels.

	 This booklet is intended to serve as the record of the  
Symposium, reflecting the various perspectives on how to move 
forward the ASEM process. We hope that this booklet will be able 
to provide some ‘food for thought’ on the outlook of ASEM in the 
future.

	 On the final note, we wish to express sincere appreciation 
to all the moderators and panelists, as well as all the ASEM SOM 
Leaders and participants at the Symposium for their support and 
active participation, which greatly contributed to the success of the 
Symposium.

Opening Remarks 

by General Tanasak Patimapragorn
Deputy Prime Minister

and Minister of Foreign A�airs of Thailand
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Opening Remarks 
by General Tanasak Patimapragorn,

Deputy Prime Minister and  
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Thailand,

at the ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM
30  March 2015 

The Royal Orchid Sheraton Hotel, Bangkok

Excellencies, 
Distinguished Participants, 
Ladies and Gentlemen,  

	 1.	 At the outset, allow me to warmly welcome you all to  
		  Bangkok. 

	 2.	 It is a pleasure for me to deliver the opening remarks for  
		  the ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of  
		  ASEM.  

	 3.	 This symposium is both important and timely, as it  
		  provides an opportunity for all ASEM stakeholders,  
		  government agencies, the private sector, academia, as  
		  well as civil society, to discuss and exchange views on  
		  the future direction of ASEM.

	 4.	 The outcome of this Symposium could serve as inputs  
		  for discussions on the future direction of ASEM at the  
		  ASEM Senior Officials’ Meeting tomorrow and propose  
		  recommendations on the future direction of ASEM.  

	 5.	 These recommendations will be submitted to the ASEM  
		  Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, this November in  
		  Luxembourg, and to the 11th ASEM summit in July 2016  
		  in Mongolia, when ASEM will be celebrating its  
		  20th anniversary.
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Excellencies, 
Distinguished Participants,

	 6.	 The world has never been more interconnected and  
		  interdependent. Problems in one region can have an  
		  impact on the other side of the world.  

	 7.	 Asia and Europe now face new and emerging global  
		  challenges, including extremism, pandemics, climate  
		  change, natural disasters, food and energy security, and  
		  sustainable development. 

	 8.	 In this ever challenging global environment, our two  
		  continents have the potential, and the opportunity,  
		  to forge closer cooperation and partnership for the  
		  benefits of both regions and for the world as a whole.

	 9.	 Asia has become a key engine for global economic  
		  growth. ASEM’s Asian members account for more than  
		  half of the world population and a third of the world  
		  GDP. Asia also plays an increasingly active role in  
		  addressing global challenges.

	 10.	At the same time, Europe remains a key global player in  
		  political, security and economic affairs, and an  
		  important source of technology and innovation, which is  
		  essential for sustainable development and for improving  
		  people’s living standards.

	 11.	Together, our two regions can make meaningful  
		  contribution to global peace, stability, and prosperity,  
		  and bring a brighter future to our peoples.    

	 12.	As ASEM enters its third decade, it is imperative that  
		  Asia and Europe continue cooperation that is built on  
		  our longstanding friendship, understanding and mutual  
		  respect.  

	 13.	Our cooperation also needs to be comprehensive and  
		  consistent with the United Nations’ Post-2015 Development  
		  Agenda. This will enable both continents to cope with  
		  new challenges more effectively.

	 14.	As all of us gather here today to look to the future,  
		  I would like to offer a “five-point vision” as “food for  
		  thought” for the panel discussions today.

	 15.	First, we should make Asia and Europe “a shared  
		  economic space with enhanced connectivity and  
		  economic interaction”. 

	 16.	Connectivity will help our regions realise our full  
		  potential. Let me give you an example.

	 17.	Asia, particularly Southeast Asia, is a major source for  
		  agricultural products and foodstuff. Meanwhile, Europe  
		  is well known for the high technology and innovation  
		  that could help us increase agricultural productivity. 

	 18.	If we can connect and combine our strengths, we can  
		  significantly contribute to the global food security.   

	 19.	Second, we should make ASEM “a region of peace and  
		  stability with a culture of cooperation to address common 
		  security challenges”.

	 20.	Third, we should promote Asia and Europe as “an area  
		  with shared commitment to respect diversity, tolerance  
		  and moderation”, so as to combat radicalism and  
		  extremism. 

	 21.	Fourth, we should make our two continents “a region  
		  with 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.  
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	 22.	To achieve this, we should attach more importance to  
		  people’s issues such as reducing social disparity,  
		  improving education and health care system,  
		  Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR),  
		  and better management of water resources. 

	 23.	Fifth, we should make ASEM “a more efficient process  
		  with better coordination in order to promote concrete  
		  and tangible collaboration”.

	 24.	During the past two decades, ASEM has remained  
		  relevant to both regions in addressing and finding  
		  common solutions to global challenges. It is up to us,  
		  ASEM members, to determine the future of this forum

	 25.	I hope that this Symposium will not only review past  
		  achievements of ASEM, but also explore areas for  
		  improvement and propose new initiatives. 

	 26.	I would like to take this opportunity to thank all the  
		  participants, in particular the moderators and panelists.

	 27.	I wish you a successful Symposium and hope you have  
		  some time to enjoy Bangkok.

	 28.	Thank you.

Session 1

Overv iew

 ASEM: Renewal and Revival for the Third Decade
		  By Shada Islam

 H.E. Mr. Saleumxay Kommasith

 Dr. Suriya Chindawongse

 Dr. Paul Gillespie

 Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee

Session 1	:	 Moderated by H.E. Mr. Saleumxay Kommasith,  
		  Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs of Lao PDR and  
		  ASEM Senior Official for Lao PDR
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ASEM: Renewal and Revival for the Third Decade 
By Shada Islam1

Introduction

Asian and European leaders  
will celebrate the twentieth  
anniversary of ASEM (Asia- 
Europe Meeting) at their summit 
in Ulan Bator, Mongolia, next year. 
ASEM has come a long way 
since its launch in Bangkok in 
March 1996. Even as leaders 
take stock of past achievements, 
however, the ASEM Summit in 
2016 must upgrade the Asia- 
Europe partnership by setting it 
on a renewed and reinvigorated 
track for its third decade.

1This paper is to facilitate the panel discussions at the ASEM Symposium on the Future  
Direction of ASEM, held in Bangkok on March 30, 2015

Shada Islam

The omens are good. ASEM today is more energised and vibrant 
than at any time in recent years. Governments in both regions seem 
to have discarded earlier inertia and lack of interest in ASEM in  
favour of a more constructive and upbeat approach. The ASEM 
Summit in Milan in October 2014 and the meeting of foreign  
ministers in Delhi in 2013 injected new momentum into the Asia-
Europe relationship by reviewing and simplifying ASEM’s content, 
procedures and outreach. Still, more needs to be done. In the years 
ahead, governments must strike a satisfactory balance between 
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using ASEM as a dialogue forum and meeting demands for  
enhanced action-oriented cooperation on selected themes of  
common interest. 

Above all, ASEM needs a new over-arching 21st Century narrative 
and raison d’etre which connects it to a broader global conversation 
on living and working together in an interdependent but increasingly 
anxious age. Asia and Europe face a growing list of common  
concerns ranging from climate change to tackling pandemics and 
combating violent extremism. The two regions economies are even 
more closely linked than before. A fragile security environment in 
one region prompts unease and tensions in the other. 

Exploiting ASEM’s full potential therefore is about more than just 
improving the channels of communication between Asia and  
Europe. It is also about providing global public goods, better  
governance, managing complexities and tensions and working  
together in trying to shape a new world order. More than ever  
before, ASEM’s focus should therefore be on Asia-Europe  
cooperation to tackle wider regional and global challenges. It must 
also increase civil society involvement in ASEM in order to increase 
its visibility and relevance in the long-term.

This discussion paper explores the relevance and importance of 
ASEM in a rapidly-evolving and often volatile global order and looks 
at efforts under way to revive ASEM through the introduction of new 
formats and a sharper focus on content as well as through  
enhanced engagement with civil society and the media. It makes 
policy recommendations for energising the Asia-Europe partnership 
and ensuring that leaders hammer out a new blueprint for reviving 
ASEM at its 20th anniversary summit in 2016. The paper underlines 
the author’s view that ASEM is a vital element of Asia-Europe  
cooperation and global networking but needs a rethink – and a new 
narrative to make it relevant and credible in an unpredictable and 
complex “no polar” world.  

Yesterday, today, tomorrow

Thanks to much-needed soul-searching and hard work on summit 
content and format done in recent years, the Asia-Europe partnership 
has a new and encouraging spring in its step. The 10th ASEM summit 
held in Milan in October 2014 was certainly successful, proving that 
efforts to reinvigorate ASEM are beginning to show results. In fact, 
the search to revive ASEM has been for on for almost ten years, 
with the ASEM summit in Helsinki, Finland, in 2006 raising the  
issue of exploring ASEM’s future possibilities. The ASEM summit in 
Beijing in 2008 was important in signaling EU-Asia solidarity in the 
face of the global economic slowdown. Efforts to revise ASEM 
working methods were a priority for the Belgian government in the 
run up to the ASEM summit held in Brussels in 2010. Significantly, 
the gathering of ASEM leaders in Vientiane, Laos, in 2012  
highlighted the importance of EU-Asia cooperation on non-traditional 
security issues. ASEM summits have also regularly underlined the 
importance of combating protectionism, working together to  
promote sustainable development and fighting climate change. 
This momentum needs to be sustained and built on. 

ASEM may still lag behind in terms of concrete achievements but 
compared to ten years ago, there appears to a real dialogue and 
sharing of norms and best practice on questions of common  
interest. Importantly, at the summit in Milan, countries agreed to 
India’s proposal that ASEM partners work in smaller groups or  
clusters on 16 “tangible cooperation areas” including disaster  
management, renewable energy, higher education, connectivity 
and information technology.  ASEM participants do not always 
agree on all issues but over the years, progress has been made in 
meeting ASEM’s key goal of enhancing Asia-Europe understanding 
on regional and global challenges. The “socialisation” of ministers, 
officials, experts and others who work on ASEM continues to take 
place, with insiders pointing to ways in which “peer pressure” can 
help countries to thrash out compromises. More needs to be done, 
however, to turn ASEM into a real incubator of new ideas and to 
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encourage Asia and Europe to talk to each other and try and  
coordinate their positions before and during international meetings. 

Enlargement has certainly made ASEM bigger (from 26 participants 
in 1996 to 53 in 2014) and more unwieldy, making it difficult to  
recreate the informality of earlier years. But new members have 
also injected vitality and enthusiasm into ASEM and brought in new 
areas of interest. ASEM now goes beyond East Asia and the entry 
of Norway and Switzerland means it also involves European  
countries which are not EU members.

As was the case ten years ago, the political pillar remains a central 
element of ASEM, with economic discussions lagging behind and 
performing below expectations. There has been no meeting of 
ASEM Economic Ministers since 2006. ASEM’s socio-cultural or 
people-to-people pillar is picking up momentum, with meetings of 
ASEM Business Forum, Peoples’ Forum and Parliamentary Forum 
organised back to back with ASEM summits and provisions also 
made for direct communication between them. The Asia-Europe 
Foundation (ASEF) is now a well-established platform for promoting 
further cooperation between the two regions in myriad fields including 
education. ASEM young leaders were invited to meet leaders at the 
summit in Milan.

Two key challenges continue to haunt ASEM: the need for better 
coordination and institutional support, including through the  
establishment of an ASEM secretariat. ASEM also still suffers from 
a lack of visibility and public recognition. Both questions are looked 
at in detail in the “recommendations” section of this paper. 

Ahead of the times

At its launch in 1996 in Bangkok, ASEM was in many ways ahead 
of its time. Undoubtedly, there was a need for Asia and Europe to 
talk to each other about trade and investments, security and culture 
but overall the world was a simpler and tidier place. East Asia was 
already a dynamic powerhouse but China’s remarkable economic 

development was only just beginning to result in impressive GDP 
gains. ASEAN was active at a regional level but had not made a 
global impact. The United States was the undisputed super power 
although many in Asia and Europe yearned for a “multipolar” world 
instead of a unipolar one. European integration had yet to result in 
eastward enlargement or the introduction of the Euro single currency. 
And Asia-Europe links were still largely under-developed.

Today’s volatile international environment makes Asia-Europe  
dialogue and cooperation a much more compelling necessity. The 
world in 2015 is messy, chaotic and often violent, with no clear  
centre of power. In Europe, many decry the end of the post-World 
War security order. In Asia, re-emerging nations are clamouring for 
recognition, jostling each other to gain the upper hand as regional 
and global leaders. Everywhere, international norms and institutions 
built in the last century are under stress, and seemingly unable to 
cope with the increasing demands and insecurity of the 21st  
Century. Most multilateral organisations, set up in the aftermath of 
World War II, face the daunting task of adapting to new economic, 
political and social realities, including the rise of emerging powers. 

As such, the challenge is not only to ensure the survival of ASEM in 
the 21st Century but to create conditions for it to flourish and thrive 
as a real forum for multilateral consultation, global governance and 
networking in an increasingly inter-connected, complex and  
disorderly world. If ASEM did not exist, governments in both  
regions today would probably have to establish it.

Part of a global conversation

It has become fashionable to criticize ASEM. The not-so-ample  
literature on the Asia-Europe partnership tends to focus on details 
such as working methods and an apparent lack of tangible  
deliverables. It is said the club is becoming too big and too diverse 
for real inter-action. Some ASEM Summits over the last two  
decades have seen a poor rate of participation, with leaders  
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apparently losing interest in the exercise. Too often, the ASEM  
story is mostly seen as one of disappointing performance, dashed 
hopes and confusion. 

An assessment of “ASEM in its Tenth Year” published in 2006 by 
the Japan Centre for International Exchange and the University of 
Helsinki points to ASEM’s failure to live up to “initial expectations” 
and “paucity of tangible results”, adding: “ASEM’s relevance in the 
broader international context has been questioned”. The critics are 
right – but their view of ASEM is narrow. 

To re-energise ASEM, it is important to view it as an integral and 
vital part of a much-needed global conversation on 21st Century 
economic, societal and security challenges. These discussions also 
take place in other fora, including  the United Nations, its agencies 
and the G20. But if its potential for informality and networking is 
tapped to the full, ASEM can make a real name for itself on a  
crowded global landscape and become a critical part of the  
expanding global conversation on dealing with the new world and 
its multiple challenges.  

This requires that the current focus on improving the details of the 
partnership – content, working methods, visibility, continuity and 
membership – is accompanied by an overarching recognition of 
ASEM’s real usefulness and value as an informal club of nations – 
big and small, rich and poor, like-minded and non-like-minded – 
which work together to deal with shared challenges. As underlined 
by Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee of the European Union Centre at the National 
University of Singapore, relations between states have become 
more complex and multi-dimensional as countries vacillate between 
cooperation and competition and even conflict. ASEM provides a 
platform for a discussion of such complexities.

Stronger Asia-Europe connectivity

Twenty years on, given the rise of China and the subsequent  
transformed Asian geopolitical landscape, the prime underlying 
reason for ASEM (balancing relations between America, Europe 
and East Asia and reinforcing Asia-Europe relations which were 
much weaker) seems out-of-date. Compared to 1996 or even ten 
years ago, there is now a stronger EU-Asian conversation on trade, 
business, security and culture. Exports to Asia and investments in 
the region are pivotal in ensuring a sustainable European economic 
recovery while the EU single market attracts goods, investments 
and people from across the globe, helping Asian governments to 
maintain growth and development. European technology is in  
demand across Asia. Engagement between the two regions has 
been increasing over the years, both within and outside ASEM. 
Strategic partnership agreements link the EU with China, Japan, 
Republic of Korea, India and Russia – and at a ministerial meeting 
last year, the EU and ASEAN agreed to work towards an upgrading 
of the ASEAN-EU partnership to a strategic one. Asia-Europe  
economic connectivity has grown.  

With total Asia-Europe trade in 2012 estimated at €1.37 trillion, Asia 
has become the EU’s main trading partner, accounting for a third of 
total trade and surpassing the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA). More than a quarter of European outward investments 
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head for Asia while Asia’s emerging global players are seeking out 
business deals in Europe. The increased connectivity is reflected in 
the mutual Asia-Europe quest to negotiate Free Trade Agreements 
and investment accords. The FTAs concluded with Republic of  
Korea and Singapore and similar deals under negotiation with  
Japan, India and individual ASEAN countries as well as the  
bilateral investment treaty under discussion with China are  
important in consolidating EU-Asia relations. 

Beyond trade and economics, Asia and Europe are linked through 
an array of cooperation accords. Discussions on climate change, 
pandemics, illegal immigration, maritime security, urbanization and 
green growth, among others, are frequent between multiple  
government ministries and agencies in both regions, reflecting a 
growing recognition that 21st century challenges can only be  
tackled through improved global governance and, failing that, 
through “patchwork governance” involving cross-border and cross-
regional alliances. 

Today, discussions on security are an important part of the political 
pillar in ASEM, with leaders exchanging views on regional and 
global flashpoints. Asian views of Europe’s security role and vice 
versa have changed. In Asia, earlier skepticism of Europe’s  
security credentials is being replaced by recognition of Europe’s 
“soft power” in peace-making and reconciliation, crisis management, 
conflict resolution and preventive diplomacy and human rights.  
In addition, for many in Asia, the EU is the prime partner to deal with 
non-traditional security dilemmas, including food, water and energy 
security as well as climate change.  Clearly also, the EU remains an 
inspiration for Asia’s own regional integration initiatives, including 
ASEAN, and in areas such as rules-based collective security.

Europe too is more aware of ways in which Asia’s security impacts 
on its own future. Europe’s focus is very much on ensuring the  
security of sea lanes and trading routes. The recently-approved EU 
maritime security strategy identifies several threats to EU interests 
including cross-border and organised crime, threats to freedom of 

navigation, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and 
environmental risks. As indicated above, respect for international 
law and especially the United Nations Convention on Law of the 
Sea are emphasised. Importantly, several Asian and European 
countries are working together in the EU-led ATALANTA counter-
piracy operation in the Western Indian Ocean. A first-ever  
EU-ASEAN high-level dialogue on maritime security was organised 
in Jakarta last November, with a focus on port security, maritime 
surveillance and the joint management of resources, including  
fisheries and oil and gas.

The EU has joined the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), the 
key code of conduct for peaceful inter-state relations in the region. 
High-level European and Asian representatives are now regular 
participants at the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), Asia’s prime  
security forum, as well as the Shangri La Dialogue, an annual  
informal gathering of security experts held in Singapore. The EU is 
not yet a member of the East Asia Summit although it is intensifying 
its cooperation with ASEAN on various issues of common interest 
such as energy, climate change, environmental issues, disaster  
relief, education, trade, finance and regional integration. Additionally, 
the EU is a member of the Council for Security Cooperation in the 
Asia Pacific (CSCAP), a network of Asian think tanks involved in 
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so-called “track two” discussions on political and security challenges 
facing  the region. A joint EU-CSCAP study group has been set up 
on preventive diplomacy.

Milan: encouraging progress

The Milan summit was clearly a defining moment in Asia-Europe 
relations, with leaders making an array of pledges on boosting 
growth, continuing economic and financial reform and building 
stronger Europe-Asia connectivity. Additionally, meetings were held 
between business leaders, parliamentarians, academics and civil 
society actors. The Milan summit – “Responsible Partnership for 
Sustainable Growth and Security” – allowed for a discussion not 
only of ongoing political strains and tensions in Asia and in Europe’s 
eastern neighborhood, but also of crucial non-traditional security 
threats linked to food, water, and energy security.  In addition to the 
plenary sessions, the Milan meeting brought back much of the  
informality that marked the first few ASEM summits by including a 
“retreat” session during which leaders - with only one aide in  
attendance - were able to have a free-flowing discussion on  
regional and international issues, including Ebola and the threat 
posed by the so-called “Islamic State”.  

Attendance was exceptionally high, with all key Asian and European 
leaders taking part in the plenary sessions as well as the retreat 
and engaging in myriad bilateral contacts. Kazakhstan and Croatia 
joined ASEM, bringing the total number of ASEM participants to 53. 
Leaders agreed on a long and ambitious work programme until 
2016, the year when ASEM, under Mongolian chairmanship, will 
celebrate its 20th anniversary. Countries agreed to work in smaller 
groups or clusters on 16 “tangible cooperation areas” including  
disaster management, renewable energy, higher education,  
connectivity and information technology. And in a departure from 
previous final ASEM statements, the one issued in Milan was shorter 
(10 pages instead of 20) and more readable.

Recommendations for a livelier ASEM

The challenge now is to keep up - and intensify - the momentum for 
renewal and revival generated in Milan and earlier. Below are some 
suggestions for doing this while also creating a new ASEM  
narrative which is suited to the demands of a so-far turbulent 21st 

Century:

	 1.	 Enhancing substance and content

		  Overall, the content of meetings must be put centre- 
		  stage with  the focus on a limited number of key  
		  issues. ASEM should have a sharper focus on a  
		  smaller cluster of issues which allow for real  
		  exchanges of views, ideas and experience-sharing.  
		  Below are three key topics which deserve enhanced  
		  attention:

	 •	 ASEM is about connecting countries, regions and  
		  people. Connectivity is therefore undoubtedly – and  
		  justifiably - the new ASEM buzzword. It should secure  
		  enhanced ASEM attention. The race to build stronger  
		  institutional, infrastructure, digital and people-to- 
		  people linkages is transforming Asia, creating new  
		  partnerships and opening up new opportunities for  
		  Asian and European businesses. At the same time,  
		  rapid advances in information and communications  
		  technology (ICT) have created tremendous opportunities 
		  for economic and social gains in the world’s poorest  
		  areas. The significance of Asia-Europe connectivity –  
		  including digital connectivity - was underscored by the  
		  summit in Milan, with leaders underlining the contribution 
		  increased ties could make to economic prosperity and  
		  sustainable development and to promoting free and  
		  seamless movement of people, trade, investment,  
		  energy, information, knowledge and ideas and greater  
		  institutional linkages. The summit urged the establishment 
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		  of an integrated, sustainable, secure, efficient and  
		  convenient air, maritime and land transportation system,  
		  including intermodal solutions, in and between Asia and  
		  Europe. It also noted the usefulness of an exchange of  
		  best practices and experiences on areas of common  
		  interest, relating for example to the governance of the  
		  EU Single Market and the implementation of the Master  
		  Plan on ASEAN Connectivity. Enhanced connectivity  
		  requires the engagement of all stakeholders,  
		  including industry and the think-tank and academic  
		  community.

	 •	 Bold steps are needed in order to revitalize ASEM’s  
		  long-dormant economic pillar. One option would be to  
		  finally acknowledge the elephant in the room and  
		  open exploratory talks or a scoping exercise on the  
		  pros and cons of an ASEM-wide Free Trade Area.  
		  This will of course require that ASEM economic ministers 
		  – who have not met since 2006 in Rotterdam – start  
		  meeting regularly and that there are more frequent  
		  contacts between economic experts, policymakers and  
		  business leaders from both sides. Discussions on an  
		  ASEM FTA would reflect the growing economic  
		  interdependence between Asia and Europe that has  
		  been highlighted earlier while also keeping pace with  
		  the increase in the number of so-called “mega-regional”  
		  trade agreements (such as  the Transatlantic Trade and  
		  Investment Partnership (TTIP), the Trans-Pacific  
		  Partnership (TPP) and the Regional Comprehensive  
		  Economic Partnership (RCEP) which are under  
		  negotiation. There is not much appetite for such  a deal  
		  in many ASEM countries at the moment but this could  
		  change if   the leit motive for such an agreement is  
		  properly explained to business, parliamentarians and  
		  the public.

	 •	 Discussions on security challenges facing both  
		  Asia and Europe take place already but need to be  
		  given more attention and priority. There is no doubt  
		  that the Asian Century is marked by an over-arching  
		  paradox. The region’s vibrant economies remain in the  
		  global spotlight as the region expands and deepens its  
		  trade and investment networks. But Asia is also home to  
		  many unresolved territorial disputes, lingering historical  
		  animosities, increasingly strident nationalism and a rise  
		  in arms spending on arms. Similarly, Europe faces a  
		  challenge in both its eastern and southern  
		  neighbourhoods. Relations with Russia remain tense  
		  following the annexation of Crimea and the destabilisation  
		  of Ukraine. The so-called “ring of fire” in North Africa and  
		  parts of the Middle East has led to increased immigration 
		  into the EU as well as a rising threat of violence and  
		  terrorism. Some of these discussions already take place  
		  in ASEM and in other fora such as the ARF but they  
		  need to be more focused and in-depth. Asia-Europe on  
		  non-traditional security issues should be deepened, with  
		  a focus on experience-sharing.

	 2.	 Keep it informal and effective

	 •	 In order to maintain ASEM’s unique informality,  
		  networking and flexibility but also make it more  
		  pragmatic, effective and result-oriented – and more  
		  relevant to partners’ economic and social priorities -  
		  a balance must be found between ASEM as a forum for  
		  dialogue and as a platform for more action-oriented  
		  cooperation in specific areas of common interest. These  
		  two goals are mutually compatible and not in competition 
		  as is often argued. Both are necessary to reinvigorate  
		  ASEM. This paper has already highlighted ASEM’s  
		  contribution to a global conversation on common  
		  challenges. In addition, tangible cooperation, provided it  
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		  is voluntary and variable rather than obligatory, could  
		  give the forum an additional boost.

	 •	 Progress on ensuring informality and allow for more  
		  results-oriented cooperation was made at the Milan  
		  summit where leaders did indeed meet in retreat format  
		  allowing for more informality and a real conversation but  
		  where the decision was also taken to issue an indicative  
		  list of ASEM members interested in specific cooperation  
		  areas. Approximately seven subjects, including disaster  
		  management, water and waste management, SME  
		  cooperation, renewable energy and energy efficiency,  
		  skills development and cooperation in higher and higher  
		  education have been identified as having the support of  
		  several ASEM partners from both regions. This  
		  illustrates that broader interaction does not stand in the  
		  way of concrete cooperation. But, information about  
		  these projects must not be allowed to get lost in  
		  long-winded communiques which are read only by a few  
		  persistent and avid academics and researchers.

	 •	 ASEM should preserve and even upgrade its networking 
		  credentials by, for instance, an even more active effort  
		  to encourage bilateral contacts between leaders (and  
		  ministers) and, as Lay Hwee suggests, even holding  
		  “minilateral summits” within the larger gathering on  
		  topics of interest to groups of states rather than the  
		  entire ASEM membership. The informal meeting of  
		  ASEAN-EU leaders which was organised on the  
		  margins of the Milan meeting was in keeping with this  
		  principle. Lay Hwee also suggests that ASEM summits  
		  should be transformed into an “Asia-Europe Marketplace” 
		  for different exchanges, interactions and transactions  
		  among business leaders, civil society representatives,  
		  parliamentarians and others in one central arena. This  
		  would allow ASEM to be really used as an incubator of  

		  ideas, to facilitate global governance and improve  
		  Asia-Europe connectivity. At the same time, countries  
		  which want to work together would be encouraged to  
		  work in groups or clusters, within their own timelines  
		  and with their own experts - provided the process was  
		  transparent and inclusive. 

	 •	 To really revive ASEM’s original informality, leaders and  
		  ministers should seize back some of the initiative and  
		  power from bureaucrats who have come to dominate  
		  the process and content of many Asia-Europe gatherings. 
		  This will help to ensure that ASEM is used to explore  
		  new ideas, to stimulate and facilitate progress in Asia- 
		  Europe understanding in other multilateral fora and  
		  encourage capacity-building across sectors.The experts  
		  can be brought in at a later stage to put flesh on the  
		  bones of certain ideas, turning them into potential joint  
		  projects.

	 3.	 Become better at outreach

	 •	 Increasing ASEM visibility and outreach remains a  
		  challenge. While it is true that ASEM is not about  
		  headlines, the occasional one would help. The 1996  
		  launch of the partnership generated much media  
		  attention as did several subsequent meetings, including  
		  the 2008 summit in Beijing where Asians and Europeans 
		  voiced joint efforts to combat the global economic crisis.  
		  The media at the summit in Milan focused on the  
		  meeting between Russian President Vladimir Putin and  
		  his Ukrainian counterpart Petro Poroshenko. Since all  
		  leaders attending ASEM summits come with their  
		  national media in tow, there is no dearth of journalists at  
		  such events. Their attention may be focused on the  
		  pronouncements of their national representatives and  
		  bilateral meetings with other leaders – but a good ASEM  
		  “spokesperson” or communication expert with an  
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		  interesting story to tell could certainly find myriad  
		  innovative ways of generating media interesting in other  
		  Asia-Europe issues. Interviews with leaders, ministers  
		  and senior officials who attend such meetings would  
		  also give reporters something to write – and think –  
		  about. 

	 •	 Getting more ASEM visibility clearly also requires the  
		  hammering out of an up-to-date communication  
		  strategy which uses social media. Summit and other  
		  communiques need to be shorter, more precise and  
		  more readable. In addition, pre-meeting and post-meeting 
		  press conferences and other outreach mechanisms  
		  should also spotlight the issues that were discussed and  
		  why in an articulate manner. 

	 •	 ASEM faces the uphill task of securing stronger  
		  public understanding, awareness and support  
		  especially among young people. The Milan summit  
		  saw the organization of a youth “model ASEM”. This  
		  should be continued and is especially important in the  
		  run up to the 20th anniversary summit in 2016. Public  
		  awareness requires more initiatives such as those  
		  developed by ASEF in Singapore to foster dialogue and  
		  better understanding between the two regions, particularly 
		  in the education and cultural sectors. Reviving the  
		  Asia-Europe relationship will require stronger and more  
		  sustained efforts to ensure even more involvement of  
		  the public, civil society, and academia. A citizen’s online  
		  chat discussion with senior policymakers on the lines of  
		  the Debating Asia-Europe initiative taken by Friends of  
		  Europe (www.debatingeurope.eu/focus/asia-europe/)  
		  encourages more public awareness of Asia-Europe  
		  relations. The ASEM infoboard (www.aseminfoboard.org) 
		  also provides the public with relevant information on  
		  various ASEM activities.  

	 •	 Such information, however, should be enhanced by  
		  more regular ASEM contacts with civil society,  
		  including members of parliament, business  
		  representatives, scholars and journalists as well as  
		  local authorities. Such initiatives need to be regular  
		  and sustained. In 2010, a “Passage to Asia” art exhibition 
		  at the Brussels’ Beaux Arts museum raised knowledge  
		  of the cultural and historical links between Asia and  
		  Europe. Ideas abound about a “big project” to create  
		  more of a buzz – perhaps through ASEM “games”,  
		  “ASEM-vision” song contests and visa-free travel. The  
		  appointment of an “ASEM “ambassador” (on the  
		  lines of UN “ambassadors”) to create public  
		  understanding and goodwill is worth exploring.

	 4.	 Don’t’ stop enlargement

		  Although there is justified criticism of ASEM as becoming 
		  much too big and diverse for a real conversation, it is  
		  equally important to note that enlargement has  
		  added to the forum’s credibility while also making  
		  discussions livelier and making sure that ASEM has  
		  kept up with the times. New members also tend to be  
		  very enthusiastic about ASEM’s potential. Asia’s  
		  transformed geo-economic landscape is evident in the  
		  ASEM membership of Australia and New Zealand,  
		  countries which were once kept out of the Asian  
		  conversation but are now accepted as an integral part of  
		  Asia. Both countries add to ASEM’s credibility and  
		  content. Russia too is seeking to expand ties with Asian  
		  countries.  Bringing Bangladesh into ASEM has helped  
		  improve the country’s contacts with both Europe and  
		  Asian countries while non-EU countries, Norway and  
		  Switzerland offer their own interesting insights into how  
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		  they view and deal with Asia. ASEM must therefore not  
		  shut the door on new members but make sure that  
		  enlargement is paced in an intelligent fashion.

	 5.	 Ensure better coordination

		  While there is still no agreement on whether or not to set  
		  up an ASEM secretariat, more must be done to  
		  ensure that the forum has an effective “institutional  
		  memory” and there is efficient coordination between  
		  the different regional groups. This is essential if ASEM  
		  is to keep evolving in keeping with the changing global  
		  and Asia-Europe landscape. Understandably, the drive  
		  to set up an ASEM Secretariat is essentially driven by  
		  Asian partners who feel the need for such an institution.  
		  Europeans, on the other hand, are generally satisfied  
		  with the current situation since the European External  
		  Action Service plays an important coordination role for  
		  European partners. Since this debate is likely to  
		  continue, another option would be to set up smaller  
		  functional sectoral ASEM “agencies” to reinforce  
		  synergies and ensure follow-up in specific areas. One  
		  example of such cooperation is the ASEM education  
		  secretariat which encourages synergies in the areas of  
		  higher education and vocational education and training  
		  and was set up in 2009 as a body which would rotate  
		  among ASEM participating nations every two to three  
		  years. The secretariat was initially hosted by German  
		  and is currently in Jakarta. A similar initiative could be  
		  launched in the area of disaster management or indeed  
		  on connectivity. 

Conclusion

In the end, ASEM’s future hinges on continued economic  
interdependence and increased strategic engagement between 
Asia and Europe. The 21st Century requires countries and peoples 
- whether they are like-minded or not - to work together in order to 
ensure better global governance and focus on global public goods 
in a still-chaotic multipolar world. As they grapple with their  
economic, political and security dilemmas – and despite their many 
differences - Asia and Europe are drawing closer together. If ASEM 
reform is implemented as planned, 2016 could become an  
important milestone in a reinvigorated Asia-Europe partnership, 
with constructive outcomes for the two regions but also for the  
wider world.
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H.E. Mr. Saleumxay Kommasith,
Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs and  

ASEM Senior Official for the Lao PDR

	 The ASEM Symposium on the Future 
Direction of ASEM would be an impetus 
platform for us to work together on shared 
ideas and suggestions to improve ASEM 
process and to strengthen its mechanism 
across three pillars in order to enhance 
political dialogue, reinforce economic 
cooperation and promote social and  
cultural cooperation as well as to mark 
the 20th anniversary of ASEM in 2016. 
The valuable inputs and comments with 

constructive discussions are delivered as guidance to examine the 
challenges and opportunities of ASEM, to set up a clear vision and 
explore directions and resources to achieve in the next decade.

	 At the 10th ASEM Summit in Milan last year, our leaders 
recognized the ASEM achievements as an important platform. 
However, there are still a number of potential threats to the recovery 
as well as how to sustained long term growth of ASEM economies,  
regional environmental concerns and climate change and the  
demand to build upon its strengths and accomplishments in order 
to make the ASEM process forward. 

	 The depth discussion that how the ASEM works with better 
synergy and dynamic contribution promote the effectiveness of  
political dialogue throughout multilateral cooperation and global  
institutions with closer coordination and more followed-up initiatives. 
The revitalization of economic pillar should be essentially improved 
as a basic of Trade Facilities and Investment Promotion Action 
Plans (TFAP and IPAP) to achieve the closer ASEM Economic 
Partnership in line with WTO rules and long-term approach to the 

H.E. Mr. Saleumxay Kommasith
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ASEM Free Trade Area, financial and capital cooperation. For  
instance: the ASEM Infrastructure Investment Bank, which is a  
fundamental concept to stipulate the intra-regional infrastructure 
and inter-continental linkage. Additionally, the closer cooperation 
among partners is needed to enhance continuously the social and 
cultural perspectives in order to promote the capacity building and 
to enhance private sectors. The cooperative activities of think-tanks 
and research academia of both regions are encouraged to achieve 
development goals in such fields as poverty eradication,  
environment sustainability, connectivity and visibility of ASEM.

	 In Milan summit, leaders agreed that ASEM should continue 
with tangible and result oriented activities which would benefit the 
people of both regions and increase ASEM’s visibility and relevance. 
Therefore, ASEM should further promote economic growth through 
the path of economic integration while pursuing sustainable  
development. In this context, the government of Lao PDR is of view 
that the connectivity plays an important role to achieve economic 
prosperity and sustainable development. The connectivity will  
provide a wide range of infrastructure development to promote 
trade and investment facilitation, technology-transfers, and people-
networking oriented and communications between Asia and  
Europe. Focusing on tangible and result-oriented activities would 
be also reflected by a stronger ASEM schemes and mechanism 
and inclusive development to address its emerging and common 
socio-economic challenges and to outline the future direction of 
ASEM with substantial visionary and long-lasting prosperity.

	 In order to deliver a concrete conceptual framework of 
ASEM to achieve common goals, sharing idea and responsibilities 
are involved into the three pillar perspectives. All ASEM members 
are also requested to put their greater efforts to pursue an existing 
mechanism and working methods between two regions of Asia and 
Europe. Therefore, we should gradually work together with  
continued supports and active contributions for achieving the goals 
of ASEM future direction.

Thank you.

Dr. Suriya Chindawongse
Deputy Director-General, Department of ASEAN Affairs

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand

	 Thank you for the kind 
introduction and for inviting 
me to participate in this  
important Symposium on the 
future of the Asia-Europe 
Meeting or ASEM.  

	 It is fitting that such a 
Symposium is being organized 
here in Bangkok which was 
where the ASEM was launched 
almost 20 years ago in 1996. 
At this juncture, let me say 
that I will be speaking on my 
own behalf, as a resource 
person who was present at ASEM’s creation, rather than that of the 
ASEAN Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand.

	 In the introductory remarks by Shada, there were references 
made to “white elephants” regarding some of the initiatives that 
could help strengthen ASEM but which few may want to take up.  
I just want to say that, in Thailand and this part of the world, white 
elephants are a good thing, indeed are a good omen. So let’s hope 
that this bodes well for our discussions today!

	 Where we will be in the future depends a lot on where we 
are today and where we were in the past. So to talk about the future 
of ASEM, it is worthwhile to examine a bit on ASEM’s past and  
particularly on how ASEM came into being. In 1995, when the idea 
of a Summit between Asia and Europe began to gain momentum, 
and later on in 1996 when the ASEM was created here in Thailand, 

Dr. Suriya Chindawongse
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there were high hopes on what it was expected to achieve. ASEM 
was created out of strategic considerations, I repeat, strategic  
considerations. So there were therefore expectations that ASEM 
would have strategic impact, to help shape the direction of relations 
between Asia and Europe, and make a contribution to relations at 
the global level. 

	 Then, the strengthening of Asia-Europe relations was seen 
as part of the strategic effort to reinforce the weakest link in the  
triangular relations between North America, Europe and Asia. These 
three poles working in interaction were seen as the drivers of the 
global economy, and concurrently, global peace and stability.

	 On the Asian side, we brought in our best and brightest to 
help conceive the ASEM.  

To name a few:

	 Shunji Yanai, the current President of the UNCLOS Tribunal, 
was at that time the SOM Leader of Japan.

	 Ban Ki-moon, who we all know today as the current Secretary 
General of the United Nations, was then the SOM leader of the 
Republic of Korea. 

	 Well known personalities like Kishore Mahbubani and  
former ASEAN Secretary-General Ong Keng Yong, were the SOM 
and deputy SOM leaders of Singapore respectively. 

	 Saroj Chavanaviraj, former Foreign Minister of Thailand, 
was SOM leader on the part of the Thai Chair. 

	 On the European side, we had Ambassador Percy Westerlund 
and Alistair MacDonald from the European Commission, for example.

	 Together, we succeeded in establishing an “Asia-Europe 
Partnership for Greater Growth” which we had hoped would 
assume strategic significance in the global architecture. It was  
supposed to be similar to the links between North America and  
Europe, embodied in the Trans Atlantic alliance, and between North 
America and Asia, as reflected in the APEC and other arrangements 
across the Asia-Pacific. But somewhere along the way, this strategic 
thrust and strategic intent faded away.

	 Almost twenty years later, we still have ASEM which  
continues to make important contributions to good relations and 
mutual understanding between Asia and Europe. But the strategic 
thrust appears to be missing.  

	 There is in its place a network of useful cooperation across 
a broad front of issues. Unfortunately, ASEM remains less of a 
household name than APEC, at least in this part of the world.

	 This inability of ASEM to retain its strategic thrust and focus 
could in part be explained by the challenge that ASEM has faced 
since 1996 and which continues to be relevant today. These include 
the following:

	 First, when dealing with critical developments in Europe, 
Europeans hardly take into account developments in Asia because 
the latter is almost not part of the strategic calculations of the  
former. The same is true when Asians deal with critical issues in 
this region -- the European factor is hardly taken into account.  

	 This is even more true today than it was in 1996. Today, 
both Asia and Europe are in the midst of a search for a new  
strategic equilibrium and balance in their respective regions, in view 
of the geo-political and geo-economic challenges that both regions 
face.  
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	 How much of a role does Asia play in the search for a  
strategic balance in Europe? Almost none.  

	 The same answer likewise applies to the European role in 
Asia’s search for a new equilibrium in the Asia-Pacific, despite the 
EU’s participation in the Asian fora such as the ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF).

	 Second, there are many players and stakeholders that have 
contributed to strengthening the ties between Asia and Europe, and 
the processes that they have initiated and nurtured have nothing to 
do with ASEM.  

	 Rather, these have been autonomous developments --  
contributing to the Asia-Europe partnership, but separate from the 
ASEM process.  One needs only to look at the role of the private 
sector, whose actions are driven by business calculations, and  
academics, and also the Royal Trophy, the biennial golf competition 
between Asia and Europe.  

	 As a consequence, the role of governments will continue to 
have less relative significance as the number of stakeholders and 
their influence continue to grow.

	 Third, there are now so many fora, arrangements and  
meetings in the multilateral setting that compete with ASEM for  
attention, time and resources.  

	 One only just have to look at the international calendar to 
realize that it will be increasingly difficult to get ministers, let alone 
leaders to come to ASEM events. 

	 I have just returned from the Boao Forum in China where 
there were fruitful and successful discussions on a wide range of 
issues of strategic significance, such as connectivity.  

	 What was interesting is that, in looking around at the  
participants to the Forum, it looked very much like an ASEM  
Summit, with many Asian leaders and a number of European  
leaders present. The obvious lesson here is that Leaders will come 
to an ASEM Summit only if there is sufficient significance for them 
to attend. Otherwise, they will go elsewhere. 

	 So how do we surmount these challenges as we seek to 
shape the ASEM of the future?

	 I think one of the keys lies in bringing a strategic focus back 
to ASEM.  

	 ASEM must be perceived, by both Leaders and the people 
of the two regions, as having the potential to make a difference. 

	 One idea is to undertake a change in mindset in how we 
perceive Asia - Europe Meeting.  In this more interconnected world, 
perhaps the idea of ASEM as an inter-regional mechanism --  
a mechanism between two regions -- may be anachronistic. 

	 Perhaps we should look at Asia and Europe as a “single 
land mass connected by multiple waterways”, that is facing a series 
of common challenges.  This will help us to factor in Asian interests 
more in European deliberations, and vice versa.
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	 Another idea is to bring back the economic focus of the 
ASEM and see how Asia and Europe can contribute to sustained 
and inclusive growth and development in the two regions and  
beyond. 

	 Although an ASEM FTA may be ambitious, there are always 
possibilities of developing a jigsaw of FTAs amongst groups of 
countries within the ASEM that can help generate sustained  
economic dynamism that Asia, Europe and the world need.

	 A third idea is to make the ASEM not only part of the global 
conversation on key global issues but indeed a driver and shaper of 
the global agenda. To do this, we will need to choose carefully the 
strategic issues for which ASEM may wish to have an extended 
dialogue, in order to sum up with collective ideas on how to pursue 
in as part of the global agenda setting.  

	 One such possible issue is the emerging concept of a Blue 
Economy -- one that combines (1) the original concept as  
developed by Gunther Pauli and subsequently reported to the Club 
of Rome which focuses on finding innovative, ecologically sound 
and energy efficient business solutions, and (2) the idea of an  
environmentally friendly maritime based economy being espoused 
by some UN agencies and SIDS, on the other. 

	 When ASEAN deliberated on creating ASEM back in 1995, 
one of the important issues was its name.  

	 Now you may not know this but the person who deserves 
the credit for coming up with the name Asia-Europe Meeting or 
ASEM was Viet Nam’s Foreign Minister Nguyen Man Camh, in one 
of the ASEAN meetings some 19 years ago. 

	 After the suggestion was endorsed by ASEAN Foreign  
Ministers, Pak Ali Alatas, the late Indonesian Foreign Minister said 
something that continues to have significance today.  He jokingly 

remarked that ASEM in Bahassa Indonesia means “sour”. But he 
went on to say that it will be important for Asians and Europeans to 
work together so that the “ASEM” does not leave a sour taste in our 
mouths but rather the sweet taste of the fruits of successful  
partnership and mutual respect between the two regions.

	 I have taken you on a journey to the past.  I now bring you 
back to the present. Let us now work on our future, the future of 
ASEM, together.

Thank you.
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Dr. Paul Gillespie
Senior Research Fellow and Lecturer at  

University College Dublin’s School of Politics and  
International Relations, Ireland

	 I welcome this opportunity 
to respond to Shada Islam’s  
paper. It covers the ground very 
well and I agree with its main 
points.

	 I am an Irish journalist and 
academic who works on  
comparative regional integration, 
Europe-Asia relations and world 
politics as a columnist and leader 
writer for The Irish Times and a  
senior research fellow in the 
School of Politics and International Relations, University College 
Dublin. 

	 I come from the Far West with an Irish perspective on ASEM  
informed by my country’s non-colonial, indeed colonised, past – 
which helps in understanding similar attitudes and histories among 
Asian nations represented here.

	 I am standing in on this panel for Prof. Jacques Pelkmans of 
CEPS and the College de Europe in Bruges who cannot be here 
because of a family bereavement. He has a much more specialised  
knowledge of ASEM than mine. I commend his recent CEPS paper 
with Weinian Hu, ‘Does ASEM Work?’ and will reflect their  
conclusion that all told it does in these remarks. I want to make four 
main points, as follows.

Dr. Paul Gillespie
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1. Geopolitics and Geoeconomics Matter in this Debate 

	 Shada Islam’s contrast between the 1990s international 
context and that of today in assessing ASEM is appropriate and 
relevant. As she says, ‘the world was a simpler and tidier place 
then’, and the United States ‘was the undisputed super power  
although many in Asia and Europe yearned for a “multipolar” world 
instead of a unipolar one’. Compared to that time, the world in 2015 
is ‘messy, chaotic and often violent, with no clear centre of power’. 
Analysts speak of a non-polar world and of diminished multilateralism.

	 And yet we should be careful not to draw too contrasting a 
picture of the two periods, if in doing so we underestimate the  
continuing importance of the power triangle between Asia, the U.S. 
and Europe. It still matters greatly since the three centres or core 
regions control so much of the international economy and influence 
so much of international politics. This is despite the breakouts of 
new and emerging powers. 

	 The arguments for the Asia-Europe side of the triangle to be 
strengthened are even more compelling after the US ‘pivot’ to Asia 
since 2011. Asia and Europe have a mutual interest in a pivot too. 
A vivid example recently is the willingness of European States to 
join the governing board of the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank headquartered in Beijing despite US opposition, driven in part 
by a fear that its own power will be diminished by such a  
development.

	 We are indeed in a transition to a different kind of world, but 
I would argue its contours are not as set as Shada’s paper implies. 
In particular, world power can be shaped by forces like the Asia- 
Europe Meeting, which gives an opportunity to influence these  
developments over the next decade. 

2. ASEM Illustrates this Ambiguity Well

	 Taking stock of ASEM’s record and role since 1996 in the 
context of such changes in world politics, one can ask of both  
Europe and Asia whether they can accurately be described as 
‘poles’ or ‘cores’? Have these regions the qualities of actorhood 
required, which are more typical of nation-states? 

	 The EU is best seen as a hybrid actor with two or three 
faces, as Pelkmans argues. Its hard side is visible in its directorate 
general for trade policy, which has a singular mandate and  
competence to conduct such negotiations. Its soft side is seen in its 
ASEM representation, in the European External Action Service and 
in its conduct of non-traditional security policies. Critics of the EU’s 
Asia policy say it is too Sinocentric, concentrates too much on trade 
and exhibits excessive competition between member-states and 
EU institutions in dealings with Asian partners. 

	 Asia is a much more diverse region than Europe. But it  
responds to global pressures in its own distinctive way, as with the 
development of ASEAN Plus Three and the multiple competitive 
fora through which it is currently working out intra-Asian  
developments and Asia’s developing relations with the rest of the 
world.

	 ASEM exemplifies these 
trends. Its purpose is well described 
by Pelkmans and Hu as follows: 

	 To maintain, develop and  
widen the scope of Asia-Europe  
dialogue and exchange between 
political leaders, supplemented by 
many other substantive encounters 
of a more specialised kind.
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3. ASEM Has Worked

	 Shada Islam’s paper tracks ASEM’s development well,  
notably recent events and process such as:

	 •	 The Milan informal ‘retreat’ meeting judged a success  
		  by participants

	 •	 Enlargement by both sides to make it more representative

	 •	 Clustering of issues

	 •	 Networking methods

	 The Pelkmans and Hu paper underlines other positive  
features:

	 •	 The bienniel summits which need to be analysed  
		  together with the ‘regulars’ such as Senior Officials’  
		  Meetings (SOMs) and Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (FMM)

	 •	 Follow-up activities which they quantify creates a lot of 
		  activity and gives ASEM density

	 •	 This density creates its own momentum

	 •	 They warn against too bureaucratic an interpretation of  
		  these successes

	 Both Europe and Asia face similar problems of scale for 
leaders, which means they value emerging patterns of informality in 
their summitry.

	 Europeans have moved beyond Eurocentrism by increasingly 
defining their integration as more an experiment than a model other 
regions should follow. This allows for a more respectful and equal 
encounter through ASEM, including a better appreciation by  
Europeans of the post-colonial respect for sovereignty in Asian  
political culture. 

4. Future Plans

	 Several constructive proposals for the future development 
of ASEM have been made and are worth pursuing in the context of 
a legitimate ambition by leaders of both regions to shape emerging 
patterns of world politics for the mutual benefit of their peoples. 

	 •	 Connectivity is important, particularly in the economic  
		  sphere, where more can be done without prejudice to  
		  existing trade negotiations.

	 •	 The so-called ‘security paradox’ in Asia whereby  
		  increasing security tensions cut across closer economic  
		  relations is matched by Europe’s contrast between  
		  closer systemic integration to save the euro and the lack  
		  of sufficient socio-political integration to give that project  
		  legitimacy. There should be scope to share the  
		  experience of managing such tensions in informal  
		  sessions at the Mongolia summit.

	 •	 Methods of working together which deserve more  
		  detailed attention include informality, clustering and  
		  more focus on particular issues. Minilateral summits can  
		  help achieve these objectives. Memory and effective  
		  handovers of briefs are as important as bureaucratic  
		  methods. Pelkmans makes a good argument for a joint  
		  think tank options exercise to define these issues better  
		  over the next year.

	 •	 Outreach proposals should also be pursued, bearing in  
		  mind that ASEM’s role as a government-to-government  
		  and state-to-state organisation limits its potential. 

	 •	 If there is an ambition to shape world politics as well as  
		  react to trends it will be necessary to develop a more  
		  convincing public narrative about ASEM’s future. This  
		  should be capable of being communicated to media,  
		  who would respond if it was done effectively.
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Conclusion

	 These four points – about geopolitics and geoeconomics, 
ASEM’s role in them and drawing lessons for that about future  
activities – raise the question of how ASEM’s leaders see desirable 
futures. Do they want to see a growth of inter-regionalism and  
multilateralism in world politics? Or are they resigned to managing 
the effects of an emerging non-polar and less orderly world? 

	 These are political choices with many consequences for our 
common future.

Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee
Director, EU Centre in Singapore and  

Senior Research Fellow,
Singapore Institute of International Affairs

ASEM – COMING FULL CIRCLE: FROM BANGKOK TO  
BANGKOK 

	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand hosted a one-day 
Symposium in Bangkok on 30 March 2015 to discuss the future 
direction of ASEM as it approaches its 20th anniversary in 2016. The 
one day discussions revealed the continued divergences in how 
ASEM is perceived and the different expectations of what ASEM 
can or should do and where it should be or what it should become 
in the third decade. 

	 There are those who believed that ASEM which began  
modestly in 1996 in Bangkok as a forum or platform for dialogue 
should remain focused on dialogue despite the changing  
circumstances and environment. Yet there are those who believed 
that ASEM cannot remain simply as a dialogue process after  
20 years and need to become much more focused on what it can 
deliver in terms of tangible benefits. It should therefore become an 
instrument or tool to achieve certain objectives and goals –  
addressing pressing issues such as climate change, enhancing 
trade and promoting investments. 

	 While it seems that the majority 
are content to have ASEM remain as a 
dialogue process, the next point of  
contention is what should the dialogue 
be about? Should leaders at the ASEM 
summit talk about the nitty gritty of trade 
and investments between Asia and  
Europe, or should they focus on the  

Dr. Yeo Lay Hwee
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strategic dialogue on threats and opportunities in the global  
economic order?  Should they talk about anything under the sun or 
should there be more focus on a few topics that there can be “value 
add”, and what does that mean? Another issue concerns who 
should be involved in the dialogue besides the political leaders and 
senior officials? What about the other parallel tracks of dialogue 
such as the Asia-Europe Business Forum, the Asia-Europe  
People’s Forum, the Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership  
Meeting? Should linkages be forged so that conversations can take 
place across the different tracks and that people from different  
sectors can connect, and how could this be best achieved?  

	 Throughout the Symposium, two broad themes stood out – 
informal dialogue and tangible cooperation. There were those who 
sang the mantra on the need to retain informality in the ASEM  
dialogue process, and at the same time, there were also expressions 
of desire to see some sort of institutional mechanisms that can help 
to deliver on tangible cooperation. How to strike a balance to encourage 
informality in the dialogue process while at the same time delivering 
on tangible outcomes and benefits is one of the key questions that 
would continue to generate different answers. 

	 Let me now try to analyse and “value-add” to these  
discussions.

Back to the future

	 The international and regional environment now is vastly 
different from the environment in the 1990s when ASEM was first 
conceived. In the 1990s, there was certain optimism with regards to 
international institutions and the belief that international cooperation 
will lead to win-win outcomes and global peace and stability. There 
was also widespread consensus on the benefits of global free trade 
and the value of strengthening people to people exchange. America, 
Asia and Europe were seen as the engines of growth and  

development. To further strengthen the international system of  
cooperation and free trade, there is a need to ensure that these 
three engines are working in tandem. The justification for ASEM 
then was the need to build and strengthen the Asia-Europe link 
(seen as the weakest link) to complement the strong transatlantic 
ties between America and Europe, and the growing transpacific ties 
between America and Asia. 

	 ASEM was to be a dialogue between Asia and Europe to 
create mutual understanding and awareness leading to more trade 
and investments, more cooperation on transnational issues and 
more intellectual and people-to-people exchanges.  

	 One could be “ingenious” and proclaimed that ASEM has 
indeed been successful if we look at the overall picture of increasing 
trade and investments between the two continents, the proliferation 
of bilateral and multilateral forums between EU / Europe and Asia, 
and the increasing number of civil society and think tanks’ driven 
activities and workshops, seminars and conferences using the 
Asia-Europe or EU-Asia tags. Of course, the truth is that we could 
never be certain how much ASEM is “responsible” or catalyzing this 
growth, or these overall trends are the natural outgrowth of increasing 
interdependence between Asia and Europe.

	 However, one thing is certain. The current climate in which 
we found ourselves in today is vastly different and far more  
challenging than in the 1990s. The series of crises in the last  
decade or so has eroded the level of trust in the leadership, institutions 
and governance – at both domestic and international levels. This 
has led to political polarization and unwillingness to compromise at 
various levels of governance, undermining the needed consensus 
for cooperation. Economically this decrease in trust has also  
translated to sceptism about the benefits of globalization and global 
free trade feeding the rise of economic nationalism. The political 
and economic malaise has also affected the social milieu leading to 
greater social alienation and social “silos” ironically made possible 
by the growth of the social media. Groups alienated by the existing 
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system found solace in their peculiar, niche communities, and with 
this phenomenon, increasing divergence and polarization in societies 
and between states as seen by the rise of extreme and fringe  
political parties, political and religious radicalisation, and salience in 
identity politics. 

How can ASEM then remain relevant in this new environment? My 
argument is that in this challenging climate, all the more we need to 
return to the fundamental precept of the need for real dialogue to 
build trust, to straddle the divides and prevent further polarization 
and fragmentation of our current system. There is also a need to 
reaffirm the importance of building links to foster international  
cooperation and sustain global free trade, to promote trade and  
investments between Asia and Europe, and engender more  
people-to-people connections and intellectual exchange to break 
down social silos. The essence and spirit of ASEM is very much 
relevant now as of 20 years ago, but its content and format needs 
a fundamental rethink because of the changing conditions and new 
developments.

How and What to Dialogue?

	 With such a myriad of challenges and such diversities in the 
membership of ASEM, agreeing on what to include in the ASEM 
dialogue, and to move beyond reading prepared statements and 
making lowest common denominator or motherhood declarations is 
not going to be easy. 

	 To accommodate the diverse interests, but at the same time 
to send a clear message that dialogue and cooperation are the  
cornerstone of international relations, I think we can pursue multiple 
tracks of dialogue simultaneously during the ASEM Summits – 
ASEM summits should include a strategic dialogue component,  
important for its political symbolism (this can be done at the retreat); 
it should incorporate smaller group conversations to catalyse  
further actions on issues of common interest (the 53 leaders can be 
distributed to different groups focusing on different issues – this is 
to operationalize the idea of issue-based leadership); and bilateral 
and trilateral summits should continue to be organised at the “fringe” 
of ASEM for partners to discuss bilateral issues, and jumpstart  
specific areas of cooperation.

Track 1 – Strategic dialogue for political symbolism 

	 With the presence of 53 leaders, it is imperative that they be 
seen as aware and concerned about the challenges of our times, 
and engaged in real dialogue and conversations to build common 
understanding of these challenges in order to chart a path forward. 
To get a real dialogue going, the leaders’ retreat with its emphasis 
on informality is a good idea that should be included in all summit 
meetings. While language and cultural barriers may make it difficult 
for a truly interactive conversation, what is important is the symbolic 
value of leaders willing to engage one another over “the issue(s) of 
the day”. A short and succinct statement summarizing the points of 
convergence and divergence should suffice.   
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Track 2 - Smaller group conversations to catalyse further actions

	 Related to ideas that have surfaced over the years to help 
improve the ASEM process, such as issue-based leadership / cross 
pillar issues and clusters approach, at least half a day should be set 
aside for smaller group conversations. 53 leaders and their aides 
can be split into different groups, with each group focus on each 
specific issue, and using the conversations to generate actionable 
ideas, concrete programmes and projects. Senior officials and  
technical experts can then follow up on these actionable ideas to 
operationalize and implement them.

Track 3 – Series of bilateral and trilateral meetings at the margins 
of ASEM summit 

	 The ASEM summit has over the years evolved into a  
platform also for a series of bilateral meetings among the different 
partners very useful for states with either limited resources or  
overwhelming commitments to touch base with different counterparts 
on bilateral basis for a variety of reasons – getting to know new 
leaders, reaffirming old ties, laying the ground for negotiations on 
specific issues, etc.  In short, these bilateral meetings at the margins 
of ASEM are extremely useful for smaller countries with limited  
resources, and can lead to bilateral deals with concrete results.

	 Structuring the dialogue in these ways will in time come to 
produce tangible areas of cooperation that will hopefully answer to 
the calls by political observers, analysts and also some member 
states on striking a balance between “informality” for dialogue and 
“tangibility” in results. These ideas are not new and have surfaced 
in some form or other, and hence need only be “judiciously” noted 
in all ASEM briefs and operationalized at all future summits. What 
would possibly remain contentious are the number of topics to be 
included in the Track 2 conversations and the minimum size for 
each conversational group. Instead of re-inventing the wheel,  

senior officials can identify some of the issues that have gained 
traction over the last decade – be it in the area of moving towards 
Smart Economy and Urban Solutions or Increasing Connectivity – 
physical, institutional and sociocultural – many actionable ideas, 
programmes and projects could probably evolve from more in-depth 
conversations in these areas.

Concluding Remarks

	 In the almost two decades since ASEM was launched in 
Bangkok in 1996, there has been no shortage of discussions and 
ideas on how to make ASEM more visible, more relevant and more 
sexy; and how to make the ASEM process more streamlined and 
better coordinated. Yet, as in all processes that are managed by the 
senior officials, any changes will be slow and incremental. The  
rapid expansion of ASEM leading to increasing diversities at the 
expense of increasing depth is also a barrier to any rapid changes. 
However, as long as there is a general consensus that in an  
increasingly trust-deficit world, we need more forums and processes 
(not less) to remind us of our inter-dependence, to find ways to 
strengthen our habits of cooperation and build connections, then 
ASEM will continue to evolve, albeit only at a pace and in a manner 
comfortable for all. It will remain a vehicle for exchange of information, 
political signaling, building networks and coalitions that may  
eventually lead to substantive cooperation and concrete deals. 
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H.E. Mr. Jeremy Newman
First Assistant Secretary, Europe Division and ASEM 

Senior Official for Australia

Fostering political dialogue on issues linking Asia and Europe

	 Well, here we are back where ASEM began 19 years ago: 
created to strengthen dialogue between Asia and Europe, and build 
understanding.

	 ASEM supplied a missing 
link: the only forum for Asia and 
Europe to build mutual  
understanding, NOT to replicate 
the work of other fora: a  
simple formula.

	 Over the years, ASEM has  
become complex. Senior Officials’ 
Meetings seek to replicate  
debates in existing, specialised 
fora and member states push  
individual rather than common 
concerns.

	 We are not short of documents setting out ASEM’s purpose: 
the Asia-Europe Cooperation Framework (2000) restates the vision 
of a forum for informal, high-level, inter-regional dialogue with a 
view to maintaining and enhancing peace and stability.

	 That means the political dialogue should remain paramount; 
but if it is to work (particularly with the growth in membership), we 
need basic principles to guide us.

H.E. Mr. Jeremy Newman
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	 •	 ASEM should be a leader-led process – we need to  
		  spend more time identifying what they want to discuss  
		  – not a SOM-driven one.

	 •	 Keep it simple. A serious discussion of a few issues will  
		  have far more impact than trying to cover the waterfront.

	 •	 Keep it relevant. We need to work on issues that have 
		  direct relevance for Asia and Europe; issues where  
		  leaders can make a difference to Asia and Europe  
		  cooperation and improve stability and prosperity. That is  
		  the challenge for us as Senior Officials.

	 If we get it right, then leaders will want to come, not just for 
the excellent bilateral opportunities, but because they will feel they 
are making a difference.  They will only make a difference if they 
focus on fewer, more specific issues of mutual concern.

	 It is not going to be easy. We, the Senior Official are part, of 
the problem, too reluctant to change familiar formats, still wanting 
obsolete communiques that are never mentioned in the media.  But 
because in a process centred on FMMs and summits, the political 
pillar will always be central, we have got to get the political pillar to 
work before we work on other aspects of ASEM.

	 We have one practical proposal that addresses how we 
structure meetings. This proposal will only work if we have broad 
agreement on the principles: leader-led, simple and relevant. 

	 We propose a trial of a new structure for one session at the 
upcoming Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and Summit.

	 We propose calling the format an ‘ASEM Dialogue  
mechanism’. This would not be simply an alternative plenary, but 
rather a distinct session for informal and interactive debate.

In summary:

	 •	 The session would open with one or two participants  
		  from each region taking on the role of ‘discussant’ 

		  -	 discussants would set out some of the background  
			   to a chosen issue and providing context to the  
			   debate

		  - 	 outlines of their interventions would be shared with  
			   other members prior to the meeting.

	 •	 The session would then flow, with other participants  
		  given an opportunity to contribute to the discussion. 

	 •	 The chair would moderate the discussion 

		  - 	 the aim would be to allow the maximum number of  
			   ASEM partners to participate 

		  : 	 (but avoiding reverting to a set speakers’ list).  

	 •	 The optimum outcome would be for an unscripted  
		  debate; 

		  - 	 however, countries could draw from prepared  
			   interventions if preferred.

	 •	 The selection of topics in this format would be crucial 

		  - 	 topics should be issues of common interest

		  : 	 and would need to be formulated carefully at SOMs  
			   to ensure maximum buy-in and effectiveness.

	 •	 The topic of this session could be broadly reflected in  
		  the Chair’s Statement as agreed by Senior Officials prior  
		  to the Summit/FMM.
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	 Adopting such an approach would not require changes to 
ASEM’s Cooperation Framework and would be easy to implement.

	 If successful, the interactive dynamic developed in these 
sessions has the potential to positively influence the level of  
interaction within other meeting sessions, including the retreat. And 
I cannot emphasise enough the importance of the retreat.  If we are 
serious about ASEM bringing the leaders of Asia and Europe  
together we need to allow them to engage on their own in an  
informal setting where they can discuss openly key issues of the 
day with guidance only from the chair.

	 Let us aim to help ASEM to become a responsive and  
effective forum for informal, high-level dialogue on political and 
strategic issues of mutual interest to our regions.

Mr. Michael Matthiessen*
Principal Advisor, Alternate EU Senior Official for ASEM 
and EU Governor in ASEF, European External Action Service

	 Thank you chairman. I am very happy to be here. This is a 
great initiative, great timing: we are back in Bangkok. In 1996, I was 
not here, but I am happy to hear from many of those present here 
who were at the start of ASEM. It’s very important that we look back 
at the history of ASEM and how our leader, wanted it to be back in 
1996. 

	 I also think it is great 
to be at this symposium, 
which was endorsed by the 
last ASEM Summit in Milan. 
And of course, we are here to 
take on the ideas. It is said in 
the Milan Summit statement 
that foreign ministers and  
senior officials are tasked to 
come up with ideas for the 
2016 summit. And as you 
may know, we will have the 
Foreign Minister’s Meeting in 
November to be chaired by 
the High Representative of 
the European Union, Federica Mogherini, and hosted by Luxembourg. 
And in fact, what we are going to do here is the start of the process, 
as we are taking on board, ideas from the panel, and hopefully also 
from the audience. I am happy to hear that my colleague from the 
Asian Group from Australia has already come forward with some 
very interesting ideas that we will try to see if we can implement 
when we meet in Luxembourg in November. 

Mr. Michael Matthiessen

*This text was transcribed from audio record.



Political PillarSESSION 2 66 ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM 67 SESSION 2

	 It is also important that there are many people in the room. 
So I will not speak for too long because I hope there would be time 
for interaction. The senior officials will meet the next two days and 
we want to have some new bold ideas. I should also thank Shada 
Islam for her paper and her presentation this morning. Many good 
ideas, some are quite bold steps. 

	 On the political pillar, I think we all agree that this is very 
important in ASEM. We have 3 pillars, all three pillars should be 
respected and we should try to have a certain balance between the 
three pillars. We will hear about that in the next session. But the 
political pillar is a specific and important one. Also, for the reasons 
that we have heard in the morning we have become so interdependent 
between Asia and Europe and what is going on in our two regions 
and in the other regions of the world are very important for our leaders. 
The challenges are the same, but I would not agree with what has 
been said earlier today. We need to focus on the limited number of 
issues. The problem is with 53 partners around the table. It is very 
difficult to agree which issues we have to focus on. I think we have 
tried that for the ASEM Summit in Milan and we will try it again for 
the Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, but it really requires the help of  
everybody because, depending on where you are in the world, you 
may have another different outlook. At the same time, I think some 
of the challenges that we see and that our foreign ministers are 
dealing with these days are similar. They are either in Asia or  
Europe, but sometimes they are the same kind of challenges or they 
can be in the other regions of the world. Let’s say the Middle East; 
they do affect us in Asia and in Europe.  So I think today we should 
try to see if we can come up with some of the key issues that our 
leaders should focus on in the future, not only in the political pillar. 

	 I think the question of the informality is of utmost importance. 
We have heard that, we have been reminded that how it started,  
I think it is a hallmark of ASEM. This is how we can attract leaders 
to the meetings, leaders who have such a busy schedule. Since 

1996 I do not know how many more international organizations and 
forums have been created; G20 has been mentioned. How can we 
get leader to come, how can we get foreign ministers to come to 
Luxembourg in November? This is also a question of the “value 
added” for them and if we do not have a real debate among foreign 
ministers, among leaders, then they do not come and that is why  
I also agree that we should come back to a retreat session which 
was at the origin of ASEM.  We tested it in Milan. It may not be  
perfect. At least I was there, and some of you were there too. We 
have a great attendance in Milan. Almost all leaders from the 51 
countries were there, spent almost 3 hours in the same room  
discussing issues of utmost importance. It was leaders plus one.  
I heard what Jeremy Newman said ministers only or leaders only. 
Let’s see if it would fly. It is an idea we will take back and see if  
everybody can agree with this in the future. But the retreat and the 
in-depth talk among ministers is very important. 

	 It was said this morning that one of the reasons why ASEM 
may not be doing so well was that both regions, both continents 
were very busy looking for a new equilibrium. But at the same time, 
Asia and Europe representing such a big part of the world can 
shape it together, so instead of looking at the new equilibrium in 
Asia, the new equilibrium in Europe, we should try to shape it  
together.
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	 Another point which is made more often about ASEM is the 
relevance of the political pillar. People say it is a talk shop, what is 
coming out of it, what is a tangible result. Probably, the political  
pillar is the most difficult to give you tangible results. At the same 
time, we are facing security challenges, non-traditional security 
challenges. The fact that Ministers or Leaders are talking to each 
other is a positive sign. A talk-shop is not bad. It may not be  
concrete and maybe implementation of what has been discussed is 
not taking place in ASEM, but I would not be too nervous about that. 
I think if we can bring leaders, foreign ministers together and spend 
hours together discussing within the political pillar, some of the very 
important issues, they may go back to their region, they may go 
back to their organization, regional organization forum, or the UN 
and implement some of the ideas. By discussing it among leaders, 
they will have great understanding for what is happening in another 
part of the world, so let’s not focus too much on implementation, on 
tangible results, at least when we talk about the political pillar.  

	 More importantly, we need to involve other stakeholders in 
ASEM. ASEM will soon grow up. This year, it is still a teenager at 19 
years old. Next year, it will be 20 years old. We need to move  
beyond leaders, ministers, senior officials. And I see a lot of young 
people in the room here today. I think it is great that young participants 
in modern ASEM will be speaking more. We need to bring other 
stakeholders, the young people, they are the future of the ASEM, 
civil society, business people and parliamentarian, this will help  
reinforce the political pillar in ASEM.

	 So, my final word here is even if we have a lot of regional 
and international organizations, there is still room for improvement 
and bringing Asia and Europe together. ASEM was created to do 
that. I still think it has an important role to play and the political pillar, 
especially if we shape it the right way, is an important element in 
this. 

Mr. Kyaw Zeyar*
Deputy Director General, Political Department

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Myanmar

	 Allow me to express my  
sincere thanks to the Government 
of Thailand for the hospitality and 
arrangement of this Symposium

	 This Symposium gives us an 
opportunity to exchange views 
and take stock of what we have 
achieved in ASEM. So I am of a 
strong view that this is a very  
important platform for members 
to explore how to enhance the  
co-operation within the three  
pillars of ASEM cooperation. Over 
the past years, we have walked  
together in the spirit of partnership 
between Asia and Europe on  
economic and financial matters 

and social and culture exchanges to address the regional and  
global challenges. There has been serious deliberation to strengthen 
further cooperation. We also explored the idea of setting up the 
secretariat to allow more effective follow up of the decisions. Still, 
we have encountered not only constraints and limitations to enlarge 
membership, but also diverse nature of member states. I am of the 
view that to strengthen the ASEM process, we should have a clear 
notion about “How we want ASEM to be”. We should focus on the 
ASEM relevancies, build up its credibility and increase its visibility 
to the public. 

Mr. Kyaw Zeyar

*This text was transcribed from audio record.
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	 Here I want to share my experience on Myanmar’s ASEAN 
chairmanship last year in 2014. To be honest, we had to do a lot of 
campaigns throughout the year for our ASEAN chairmanship. With 
regard to ASEM, there is still much to do about the public  
awareness. We should also focus more on areas of cooperation 
that benefit our people, for instance human resource development, 
education, poverty reduction. These are the areas where we can 
improve life of the people.  

	 We should also have specific timeframe and practical  
follow-up actions, combined with sustainable coordination and  
sustainable support to each other. We should also evaluate our 
convergence and divergence and focus on areas that benefit our 
regions. There are many areas that we can talk about. But ASEAN 
is different from ASEM. ASEAN community building aims to  
promote dialogue and confidence building, as well as enhance  
regional cooperation for peace, security, prosperity in the Asia -  
Pacific region and beyond. This cooperation helps us deal with 
non-traditional security challenges including food, energy and  
water security, as well as the climate change. Moreover, ASEAN 
endeavors to expand its relationship and further engagement with 
the EU through ASEAN-led process, which is where we can all 
comfortably establish our strong partnership.  

	 Under the ARF framework, we should accelerate this  
momentum to forge constructive dialogue and discussion on the 
political-security issues of common interest. We should also closely 
coordinate and cooperate among the ASEM partners to accelerate 
the existing partnership for the forthcoming decade. So, once again 
I want to stress that we have to increase the relevancy of ASEM 
and also we have to do public awareness campaign, not just for the 
journalists but also the general public and relevant stakeholders. 

Dr. Bart Gaens
Senior Research Fellow

The Finnish Institute of International Affairs, Finland

Dr. Bart Gaens

1. Some stocktaking

	 •	 ASEM is often criticized for failing to live up to expectations 
		  and for remaining a talk shop, but looking back on two  
		  decades, the political pillar should be regarded as a  
		  success: 

		  	 First, ASEM was primarily modeled on APEC, and  
			   had a mainly economic orientation. The objective of  
			   the very first summit held in Bangkok in 1996 was to  
			   forge a new comprehensive Partnership for Greater  
			   Growth

		  	 the fact that, also on the insistence of the EU, there  
			   is now a political dialogue with Asian countries,  
			   should be seen as a success story in itself.
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		  	 Second, the political dialogue has expanded gradually. 
			   Whereas in the beginning, only non-contentious issues  
			   were addressed in order to build understanding and  
			   trust, there is now a dialogue also on human rights  
			   and other sensitive issues.

		  	 Third, the enlargement process. ASEM has  
			   successfully engaged major regional powers,  
			   including China, India, and Russia, engaging them  
			   in a political dialogue and promoting multilateralism.

		  	 Fourth, Asia and Europe have gradually come to  
			   understand that cooperation on Non-Traditional  
			   Security is a topic with “ASEM added-value”.  
			   Tangible results can be found for example in the  
			   Asia-Europe customs cooperation for example.

		  	 Asia-Europe cooperation on Non-Traditional Security 
			   issues should be deepened, with a focus on  
			   experience-sharing and training, in fields such as  
			   conflict prevention and peace-keeping, humanitarian 
			   assistance and other aspects of “soft” security  
			   co-operation.

2. How do we see ASEM in its 3rd decade?

	 •	 Discussion paper: “ASEM is an integral and vital part of  
		  a much-needed global conversation on contemporary  
		  challenges”.  

	 •	 Indeed, ASEM has always been seen as a clearing  
		  house: as a framework that was supposed to complement  
		  existing channels, and as a consensus-building process  
		  relating to agendas, objectives and solutions to be  
		  pursued in other global fora. However, ASEM has not  
		  entirely lived up to those expectations. 

	 •	 So, the core question is, is it enough that ASEM provides 
		  a venue for leaders to have informal discussions and  
		  meet with peers in bilateral meetings?

	 •	 I would argue that ASEM should build on its inherent  
		  strength, namely informality, to recalibrate its working  
		  methods

3. Ways to achieve that?

a) Recalibrate the informal dialogue 

	 •	 Informality is a strength, because it does not lock partners 
		  into rigid governmental positions, and because building  
		  of trust is important. However, ASEM’s past twenty years  
		  have been a constant struggle to avoid creeping  
		  formalization. 

	 •	 In 2001, a Commission document, the Vademecum,  
		  called for more interactivity and informality during the  
		  summit meetings to promote more substantive and  
		  spontaneous discussion, aided by a well-prepared and  
		  active chair. The document also promoted longer  
		  informal intervals and informal retreat sessions, in addition 
		  to sufficient time slots for bilateral meetings. 

	 •	 Now, 14 years later, progress in this area is modest.  
		  Free, spontaneous and substantive discussion among  
		  the Heads of State and Government is still limited. 

	 •	 How to ensure informality with 53 partners? Perhaps  
		  here we can learn from other interregional fora such as  
		  the EU-LAC (CELAC) dialogue, which has used the  
		  format of working tables (the splitting into subgroups of  
		  around 17-18 participants for focused discussions) as a  
		  possible way to keep all participants as actively involved  
		  as possible in the dialogue. 
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		  	 Each working table chaired by one country, and  
			   including 2 short keynote introductions, one from  
			   Asia, one from Europe, followed by free, open and  
			   informal discussion. 

	 •	 As for topics, take connectivity for example. This relates  
		  to economic integration, trade and investment, but also  
		  has ramifications for sustainable development, political  
		  linkages, and civil society contacts. Hence, there could  
		  be three working tables on different aspects of  
		  connectivity. 

	 •	 Here the setting is important: Asian countries perhaps  
		  have more experience with informal settings, but the EU  
		  also has its ‘Gymnich’ format: meetings in an informal  
		  setting, with comfortable chairs but no tables, and with  
		  an agenda but without decisions. 

	 •	 The most sensitive political issues would still be  
		  discussed in plenary retreat sessions, but the working  
		  tables format could be useful to promote informality in  
		  the other sessions.

b) Make the most of informality in tangible cooperation

	 At the same time there is a need for more concrete activity, 
in focused areas where ASEM’s approach can make a difference, 
and through initiatives that are not an end in themselves, but are 
linked back to and supportive of the dialogue.

	 •	 Also here ASEM can learn from other fora including  
		  APEC and the UN: 

		  	 In APEC, there are self-funded projects undertaken  
			   jointly by a number of members. Many of them  
			   promote the sharing of information and best  
			   practices among members. This is based on the  
			   idea of variable geometry, or the idea that different  

			   interests and priorities should allow for the shaping  
			   of informal functional groups of states that drive  
			   forward tangible cooperation through working groups. 

		   	 ASEM can also learn from the United Nations, which 
			   has for the past two decades been working closely  
			   with various Contact Groups, Core Groups, Groups  
			   of Friends, and other informal mechanisms of  
			   like-minded states to address challenges to  
			   international peace and security, including  
			   involvement of NGOs, industry and business, civil  
			   society

		  	 under the UN structure, increased importance of  
			   informal multilateralism

		  	 good results achieved in the fight against piracy off  
			   Somalia: Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast of  
			   Somalia: cooperation between EU, NATO; US,  
			   China, Russia, Japan and others

		  	 voluntary, flexible, non-binding, teaming up with  
			   NGOs, industry and business, civil society.

	 •	 The principle of issue-based leadership launched at the  
		  2006 Summit in Helsinki, what is now called Tangible  
		  Cooperation, can facilitate these informal functional  
		  working groups within ASEM. For me, this indicates the  
		  way ahead for ASEM. 
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Dr. Farizal Bin Mohd Razalli*
Lecturer, Department of History,  

Political Science & Strategic Studies
National University of Malaysia

	 When  ASEM  was  proposed 
in Bangkok in 1996, it was the  
Euphoria, as our Panelist Dr. Gean 
mentioned about the post-Cold 
War, the hope, the new hope. And 
this is the way forward, how  
cooperation, multilateralism can 
be furthered, and materialized.

	 And now the question is 
probably to what extent Asia and 
Europe need each other, and in 
what way do we need each other. 
I think this is a very important 
question because it gives the very 
basic foundation and motivation 
for ASEM to move forward.

	 ASEM is an informal dialogue but as many of us observe 
and see, the instruments in ASEM are very much formal diplomacy. 
For instance, we have Senior Officials’ Meetings, Foreign Ministers’ 
Meetings and the Summit. And yet we want to maintain that  
informal tone, so I would see it pretty challenging to balance the 
two. I think the informality may remain as a style until a certain point 
of time but there is limitation and expiry so to speak. There will 
come the time, when one has to talk about institutionalizing the 
process, ASEM process. And I think it related back to how regional 
integration process work both in Europe and Asia. 

Dr. Farizal Bin Mohd Razalli

*This text was transcribed from audio record.
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	 Now we have come to a point where ASEAN needs to talk 
more about how its integration can be deepened with the  
commitment from Member States, and this is what ASEM is still 
lacking. The time will come eventually that we need to talk about 
the institutional character of ASEM itself. 

	 While we maintain the informality existing mechanisms 
need to be institutionalized. I think it is a challenge for the political 
pillar to provide that basis, and the way I see it from experience 
from regional integration in ASEAN, for instance, and also in Latin 
America, the dialogue is not only between leaders, but also  
bureaucrats, parliamentarians, and the people. 

	 This is very important because their idea will help relate us 
to the society and get the ASEM process closer to the people, not 
just government-to-government. We also have to take into  
account the many bilateral relations within the ASEM process. Many 
ASEM member states have established bilateral relations with each 
other. So the question is how bilateral relations contribute to  
multilateral frameworks and how issues discussed and agreed 
upon in bilateral relations can be raised at ASEM meetings. I think 
ASEM should focus its discussions on non-traditional security  
issues, to start with, for instance, human trafficking issue, energy 
security, environmental security, health security. 

	 It is now to capitalize on the strength of both Europe and 
Asia where we can learn from each other. Whatever we have at the 
bilateral level should be deepened at multilateral fora. And if we can 
do that, then I think the ASEM process will gradually be institutionalized. 
I would love to see that kind of experiment and see how  
institutionalization of a multilateral framework can be naturally done, 
rather than be pushed by political masters.

	 Because we depend too much on how political masters’ 
work and I agree with Mr. Newman that we should bring other  
stakeholders, including the CSO, into the ASEM process to make it 
less restricted for people to participate. I think now is the best timing 
because once it is institutionalized there will be rules that one has 
to follow, so I think this is a good experimenting year for ASEM. This 
may take 5 to 10 years. And this will also contribute to confidence 
building. I think now Asia and Europe may have different perspectives 
on many issues. Now, I am not too sure if Asia will be so excited to 
learn from Europe, given the financial crisis in Europe, Asia also 
has other partners such as the U.S., especially with its pivot Asia.  
I think this is the best time to reflect how Europe can be brought 
back to the interest of Asia and increase its engage in Asia. For the 
Asian side, it is also high time to think how we can organize and 
restructure ourselves. 

	 The Asian side should also enhance its coordination. There 
needs to be one single voice from Asia to communicate with their 
European counterparts. We can learn from ASEAN’s experience in 
engaging with external partners because ASEAN has quite a long 
time established experience on this.
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Mr. Bruno Hellendorff
Research Fellow at the GRIP in Brussels

	 At the outset, I should 
mention that between what 
should be done for an  
academic, and what can be 
done for policymakers, there 
is a big difference. Today, I will 
be speaking as a security  
academic. 

	 Bearing this in mind, we 
were asked to provide fresh 
ideas on the future of ASEM. 
My cue lies in two main  
arguments:

	
	 Firstly, security is a very stretchable concept. It can  
encompass many, many things. And it does. This is exactly the 
point of adding adjectives such as “human”, “soft”, “non-traditional” 
or “comprehensive” before it. 

	 Therefore, if ASEM wants an added value in the global  
discussion, it needs its own concept, or at least a work plan toward 
such a goal.

	 Secondly, a possibility to do so could be to move - however 
slowly - from a consensual theme (as mentioned by Jeremy  
Newman), such as cybersecurity or piracy, to one that is more open 
to the inclusion of conflicting views and interests, such as maritime 
security. 

Mr. Bruno Hellendorff
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	 Maritime security is obviously NOT the only option  
available, nor even the most likely or advisable. 

	 It is however timely, in an epoch where China promotes its 
own version of a “maritime silk road of the 21st century”, where  
Indonesia pushes its concept of “global maritime fulcrum”, and 
where the EU just published its maritime security strategy. The  
concept of maritime security itself is also broad enough so that any 
work aiming at reaching a common political understanding of it 
would be useful. 

	 Previous speakers have mentioned the elephants (obstacles, 
irreconciliable views and interests...) that are present in the Asia-
Europe dicussion. Of course, there are many big elephants in this 
suggestion. But avoiding them altogether may not be the way for 
ASEM to develop its credibility and added value. 

	 Therefore, why not seek to address them, one at a time, in 
a loose negotiation framework destined to reach a common  
understanding of, e.g., maritime security ? 

	 In sum, it is not so much about maritime security - not at all 
- as it is about setting a goal to the discussion, and giving substance 
to the ambition of “partnering for growth and security”. 

	 These two arguments respond to the question: How can 
Asia and Europe collaborate on security, and where can ASEM  
deliver? 

	 ASEM is in a particular moment of its history. After 19 years, 
it has proved resilient but it never truly escaped the fundamental 
question of “is it an end in itself, or a means for an end?” The first 
implying informality is its main strength and value, the second  
implying the need for more capacity to deliver. 

	 Of course, ASEM is a mix of both. Solutions in between 
have, so far, focused on “issue-based leadership” or “tangible  
areas of cooperation” or, referring to IR theory, to “niche diplomacy”. 

	 If you ask me, ASEM just cannot escape security. When you 
put political leaders in a room, they will inevitably talk about  
security. The question is how to foster an environment conducive to 
concrete discussions and negotiations, which is an endeavour that 
requires both informality and intimity. 

	 This is why new operating modes and ideas - such as the 
retreat format - open the prospect of having summit statements that 
are more focused and, above all, more the result of ministers  
talking and negotiating than of Senior Officials discussing. 

	 That is, I think, the critical objective to keep in mind when 
discussing the future of ASEM: making it valuable to heads of state 
and ministers, and foster their commitment to it. For this, and for the 
sake of bringing ASEM to a new level of visibility, setting an  
overarching and concrete goal to security discussions in the first 
pillar - be it a political understanding of maritime security or any 
other - seems necessary, or at least advisable. Thank you
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Ms. Pooja Kapur
Joint Secretary (ASEAN ML),  

Ministry of External Affairs, India

	 1. 	 This is my first time at 
ASEM as the official Indian  
representative, so let me begin by 
saying that I am delighted to be 
here and also thank our host,  
Thailand, for bringing us together 
for what has, so far been, a candid 
and frank exchange of views  
at today’s Symposium. Our  
discussions will undoubtedly set 
the tone for the ASEM Senior  
Officials Meeting which follows, 
and indeed feed into the Foreign 
Ministers’ Meeting later this year.

	
	
	 2.	 ASEM has come a long way since its launch right here 
in Bangkok in March 1996. With 53 members, it represents today a 
collective resource of about 60% of the world’s population, over 
50% of global GDP and nearly 60% of world trade. It includes some 
of the most dynamic economies of the world and is home to  
several global financial centres. 

	 3.	 Throughout its evolution, ASEM has maintained a  
consistent edge as a forum for dialogue between member countries 
with diverse and complementing capacities. Inter-dependence, 
equal partnership, mutual respect and benefit and an open and 
evolutionary process have been its strength. However, the desire to 
give equal impetus to the three key dimensions of political dialogue, 

Ms. Pooja Kapur
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economic cooperation and socio-cultural collaboration, has not 
translated into success in equal measure across the pillars.

	 4.	 India is a relatively new member of ASEM, but since it 
joined in 2007, it has, with the support of other members, been  
focussing on adding relevance, efficiency and substance to ASEM, 
particularly by buttressing the economic pillar. In this context, the 
11th ASEM Foreign Ministers’ Meeting hosted by India on 11-12 
November, 2013 marked the beginning of a new orientation for  
future ASEM meetings, as members agreed that the dynamism of 
ASEM should find expression in tangible result-oriented initiatives, 
which could be utilized to define joint responses by Asia and  
Europe to global and regional challenges, and also to seize  
opportunities for growth and development.

	 5.	 12 areas were identified during the Delhi FMM for  
tangible cooperation, and the list was increased to 16 at ASEM10 
in Milan. Multiple countries have expressed interest in enhancing 
cooperation for each area, and the list is growing. India is part of 10 
of these tangible areas of cooperation, and has hosted five events 
in the last six months in the fields of Energy Efficiency, Disaster 
Management, Water Management, Technologies for Diagnostics 
and Human Resource Development. These events have gone  
beyond being academic seminars to include industry led workshops 
and showcasing of technologies, which could result in actual  
collaborations across the public and private sectors.

	 6.	 As we gear ourselves for the twentieth anniversary  
celebrations, we need to hasten the pace with which ASEM is  
moving from dialogue and declaration towards implementation, and 
put more meat on the bones of the 16 areas identified, setting ASEM 
on a renewed and reinvigorated track for its third decade. Finding 
complementarities and synergy of interest and effort are all the 
more important when we consider that the global economic  
situation, which although no longer precarious, is still riddled with 
challenges. 

	 7.	 I would like to put forward a few suggestions for  
consideration by ASEM partners:

	 	 As a first priority in addressing global matters, ASEM 
needs to respond to the aspirations of the people in Asia and  
Europe for progress, sustainable development (economic, social, 
environmental) and a better quality of life. It is our belief that people 
in ASEM countries need to start viewing each other as potential 
partners and ASEM as a single space.

	 	 ASEM’s edge in membership, capacities, economic 
reach, intellectual depth, strategic expertise and political leadership 
must reflect in its ambition.

	 	 Reinforcement of the economic and socio-cultural  
pillars of ASEM is vital. It must lay emphasis on implementation of 
action-oriented initiatives, especially on carrying forward the tangible 
areas of cooperation.

	 	 The tools of choice should be capacity building and 
showcasing of best practices, transfer of technology, collaboration 
in science and innovation and in education and skill development. 
We need to tap the synergistic compatibility between the engines of 
growth in emerging markets, the human resource potential of Asia 
and the industrial and technological capabilities of Europe.

	 	 We need to strengthen institutional mechanisms and 
memory in ASEM to meet our higher ambition.

	 	 At the same time, making imaginative use of social  
media, which is a potent yet low-cost and democratic tool for  
information dissemination and public outreach in the contemporary 
world, could play a big role in enhancing ASEM’s visibility.

	 	 We should, in particular, consider having a Big Bang 
ASEM Event with an  economic focus, something like a Mini Davos, 
which Political Leaders, CEOs and other stakeholders find  
worthwhile to attend, and do so out of choice!
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	 	 Further, to push trade and development, it is important 
to develop an institutional mechanism or network of ASEM business 
chambers, linking the national business chambers of all ASEM 
countries,  to not only actively engage the business community – 
which is the key stakeholder, but also respond to trade queries and 
also put the word out on ASEM to increase its visibility.

	 	 The private sector and especially SMEs can be useful 
vehicles to broaden the interface between Asian and European 
stakeholders across sectors such as urbanization, employment 
generation, education, healthcare, food and energy security,  
energy efficiency, etc. Connectivity, better resource management 
and sharing of best practices can lead to economic cooperation 
and building of an economic architecture spanning across  
continents.

	 	 We need to broaden our interface with the youth across 
the two Continents, inter alia by establishing linkages between  
institutions of higher learning as well as vocational education and 
skills training. With this in mind, India will be hosting an ASEM 
Young CEOs Summit coinciding with ASEM’s 20th Anniversary in 
2016. Social media is a particularly effective tool in our toolbox for 
outreach to the youth and SMEs. 

	 	 Finally, if we are to truly bridge Asia and Europe,  
connectivity in ASEM cannot be seen merely in geographic terms, 
but should imply connectivity in all its dimensions, viz. institutional, 
digital and people-to-people. Easing of travel norms for business, 
education and tourism between member countries is a vital and 
often underrated requirement.

	 8.	 Looking ahead, ASEM must be seen as a facilitator  
between two continents, with the capacity to promote growth and 
development both within and across regions, and contributing  
towards the evolution of the political-security and economic  
architectures that are evolving across the Eurasian space, while 
constructively orienting the social transformations underway.

	 9.	 We must, therefore, work to make ASEM a bridge of  
collaborative engagement for sustained growth and development, 
building of human resource and technological capacities, a bridge 
for bringing together expertise to tackle common challenges, a 
bridge founded on making connections between our peoples, a 
bridge for developing a common approach based on an open, 
transparent, equitable and inclusive model to meet growing  
concerns and aspirations, and finally, a bridge for creating a deeper 
understanding between Asia and Europe on key issues on the  
global agenda and a bridge for gradually integrating Asia and  
Europe into a shared space of peace and shared development.

	 Thank you.
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H.E. Mr. Esko Hamilo*
The EU’s ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)  

Expert / Eminent Person (EEP) and former  
Under-Secretary of State (External Economic Relations)

Minister of Foreign Affairs of Finland

	 You asked me to be frank and 
bold, and I am in a good position to 
do that because I am no longer in 
the office so I can say anything 
without hazarding my career. I will 
try to be a bit critical. I am speaking 
on the economic pillar, which is the 
political pillar. I was here in 1996 at 
the first meeting. I remember that 
at that time we had rosy expectations 
of things that would happen. Well, 
now 20 years later, I am an old  
senior, so I can have some doubts. 

ASEM must go beyond repeated meetings and deliver concrete 
results. We have to walk the talk; that is what we are missing for the 
time being. 

	 I think lots of positive things happened in the last ASEM 
Summit in Milan. And there was some good ideas that should be 
pushed forward and realized in the near future. And I would like to 
make three points very quickly: “Trade, Growth, and Connectivity”.

	 Firstly, Trade. Of course, a Eurasia are closely linked  
economy. We do a lot of trade between each other. And this leads 
to economic growth and then also to jobs. Now, the best thing to do 
is to liberalize and enhance trade as free as possible. Things like 
TPP, TTIP, even ASEAN Free Trade Area, they are all good ideas. 

H.E. Mr. Esko Hamilo

*This text was transcribed from audio record.
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But, the question is how we can enhance trade. Well, first of all, we 
still have the Doha round in WTO. We can reap the low hanging 
fruits and, of course, I am talking about things like trade facilitation 
which obviously should go forward soon. But there are also other 
things as well such as environmentally friendly products and  
services, technology transfer, clean technology. There are also 
things that we can do to continue growth with regard to globalization. 
For example, Finland, my country, has been one of the countries 
that have most benefited from globalization. And if one takes  
regions, Asia has been the area in the world that has the most  
benefit from globalization. So let us continue on that road. 

	 Secondly, Growth. Of course, trade is the way we can  
actually increase growth. But question is how do we make it  
sustainable? How can we actually increase growth without making 
our planet uninhabitable with pollution, heat, and climate change. 
For the economic to function, we need clean electricity, we need 
clean fuels, and we need clean processing. We already have clean 
technology that is needed for clean growth which includes eliminating 
pollution, non-polluting products and processes, energy saving  
processes. And it is clean-tech that actually makes sustainable 
growth possible. Both public and private sectors, including small 
and medium site businesses, have a role to play in this. And Asia 
and Europe can learn from each other. 

	 (Third), Connectivity. I actually looked in the dictionary and 
it does not recognize the word connectivity. And I think many of us 
do not really know what connectivity means. As far as I understand, 
it means making our contacts, transports, and our communications 
easier. This applies to air-link, shipping transport, as well as digital 
technology, for instance.

Mr. Zainal Arif Mantaha*
Director General, European Directorate,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Singapore

	 This Symposium is a very important initiative because we 
are going to commemorate the 20th anniversary of ASEM next year. 
If you think about the 20th anniversary for an organization or for an 
international process like ASEM, it is not a very long time.  
Therefore one has to exercise a bit of patience in terms of expecting 
what ASEM can or cannot achieve. But let me make some points 
with regard to the topic this afternoon. 

	 The first point I would 
like to make is that we are not 
starting from a blank slate of 
course. Since 1996 ASEM has 
born or inspired a series of 
mechanisms, dialogue platforms, 
meetings, discussions, and 
symposiums. Now you have got 
initiatives like the Economic 
Ministers’ Meeting which I am 
sure will be the subject of  
discussion here. And we have 
got of course the Finance  
Ministers’ Meeting, we have got 
the customs DG meeting which 
take place once every 2 years. 
We have got the trade facilitation 
action plan, we have got the  
investment promotion action plan. And even at the private  
sector level we have the Asia-Europe Business Forum which  
convenes once every 2 years just before the summit. So we have 
got many mechanisms going on. The question is “Are they  
effective?” That is the opening question. 

Mr. Zainal Arif Mantaha

*This text was transcribed from audio record.
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	 Second point I would like to make is that despite this going 
on within the framework of ASEM, trade and investment flows are 
actually happening. Question is whether or not this is a result of 
what we do within the context of ASEM. In 2012, according to EU 
stats, trade between the 2 regional groups of ASEM reached 1.3  
billion Euros and mutual investments are now more than 3 quarters 
of billion Euros. These are not insubstantial figures but whether this 
is attributable to ASEM in increasing the international economic 
connectivity is an open question. I have not seen any research to 
that effect, but I suspect that the correlation between what we do in 
the context of ASEM and actual trade and investment flows are at 
best tangential. Then the question is whether we really need to do 
anything more. Of course, yes, ASEM can always do more in order 
to encourage the flows of trade and investments, but I think in  
discussing actual steps that can be taken under ASEM, one has to 
take into consideration ASEM institutional limitation. When I say  
institutional limitation, I do not mean it to be a criticism. We have to 
understand ASEM for what it is. When it was conceived in 1996, it 
was intended to be a dialogue, it was intended to be a platform for 
discussion, for promotion of mutual awareness of what we are and 
who we are to each other, so I think that we have to understand that 
ASEM is not what everybody conceived it to be. ASEM is a platform 
for dialogue. Question is whether we want to take ASEM to the next 
level and that is another open question. Now what can we do  
really in my view is :

	 Firstly, let us take care of things at home, or in other words, 
each ASEM economy must be strengthened on its own; national 
economy, national effort have got to be emphasized. If all of us  
essentially make sure that our economy is growing, whatever  
restructuring need to be done is being done to strengthen, to  
produce a robust economy. I think that will be the first talking point 
before we can talk about trade with each other. 

	 Secondly, let me address an interesting idea that Shada 
has promoted in her paper and I am sure there is something we will 
talk about the elephant in room and that is whether or not an ASEM 
wide FTA is possible. And now coming from Singapore, you would 
expect Singapore to say yes it is a very good idea because we are 
probably one of the most supportive of FTA. I think as a general 
idea, as an aspirational idea, it is good, but again let me go back to 
my earlier point which is to understand ASEM for what it is and what 
is realizable within ASEM. Now, I think it is an open secret. Its  
scoping exercise for an FTA at the ASEM wide level shoud be done 
if it is not impossible. Unlike many of the FTAs that are  
already taking place or being negotiated, say TPP or TTIP or the 
RCEP, these FTAs agreements or initiatives have got drivers. TPP 
is really driven by US interests, RCEP is driven by ASEAN centrality. 
TTIP is between the EU and the US, two of the largest economies. 
What about ASEM, who are going to be the drivers? What is the 
strategic imperative with an ASEM wide FTA? I do not see it. But 
what is realizable is probably an FTA at a sub-regional level. As for 
the Asia-pacific region, there is no such thing like APEC free trade 
agreement. The trans-pacific partnership is that actually a smaller 
FTA which comprises some members of APEC. The question is 
whether ASEM can come up with something like that. It is actually 
happening already. We have got the EU with all the FTA  
arrangement with many members of ASEM. We have got ASEAN 
itself of course. We have got the ASEAN Plus and RCEP that is 
ASEAN plus within the Asian side of ASEM, so let’s focus on those 
arrangements. Get them well and done. 

	 Now if ASEAN-EU could come up with an FTA, if RCEP 
could be realized, and if the EU Plus arrangements such as 
EU+Korea, and EU+etc. can be made, they will eventually link up 
all member states of ASEM. They will soon be connectivity, the  
realizable connectivity that we are talking about. So talking about 
ASEM, FTA is perhaps a vision for the future, but let’s focus on what 
is realizable and focus on what is happening now. 
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	 Now I just have to make one last point and then I will stop. 
Perhaps instead of the grand plans, we can talk about the sectoral 
approach. And again, it is not something new. One area is  
infrastructure. Infrastructure development is something which both 
sides have complementarity. We can talk about urban solution and 
we can talk about environmental technology. These are areas 
where Asia and Europe can complement each other and could form 
the basis for actual concrete substantial cooperation between Asia 
and Europe, and then of course, research development and scientific 
cooperation. I know that China, for instance, is interested in  
promoting and fostering cooperation on this particular sector. I think 
this incremental, step by step approach will help strengthen the 
economic pillar of ASEM and produce substantive results.

Mr. Peter Potman*
Director of the Asia and Oceania Department

Ministry of Foreign Affairs  
of the Kingdom of the Netherlands and 

ASEM Senior Official for the Netherlands

	 The last time I was in Bangkok 
was 1992, which is before ASEM 
was established. In all those years, 
Asia has changed a lot, and so 
has Europe. Europe was in a dif-
ferent shape back in the 90’s, while 
Asia had a number of tigers and 
China was awakening. It is obvious 
that we live in a very different world 
so I think that it is fair to say that 
the 21st century will be an Asian 
century or at least and Asian  
decade, given its impressive  
economic growth compared to the 
rest of the world. And Europe finds 
itself in the new situation and some 

predicament, and has to come to terms with the number of conflicts 
and problems in the past 20 years. Yet, with these developments, 
the interdependence and the interchange between Europe and 
Asia have grown. So, in this sense, and I think from a European 
perspective, ASEM has become more relevant than 20 years ago. 
It is something that we should work very hard on. One of the things 
that will be important, I think as we go ahead, is a new  
Eurasian narrative. Such a narrative is very important for the future 
of ASEM. For centuries, Asia has been the heartland of the world 
economy; the Silk Road links China and India to Europe. In 17th 
Century, Europe started selling and trading with Asia and we never 
stop doing that. That is what we see now and it is no coincidence. 

Mr. Peter Potman
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So I believe that such a narrative includes such references to  
history and culture, and trade will be important that we go ahead. 
So what can ASEM can bring to that? We need reflection and  
action. Reflection comes before action certainly in the ASEM  
framework. I think we should meet, we should talk, we should have 
deeper understanding because we bond to one another. ASEM 
should not repeat what takes place in other fora. We should not try 
to play mini UN or mini WTO. So in that sense, I agree with Zainal 
that an ASEM FTA is something that maybe the inspiration, but it is 
not something that I believe we should actively pursue. And then 
the topic that we discussed and our leaders discussed should be 
relevant to treat challenges that we face, such as food security, 
water management, climate change and all these areas have  
economic relevance as well. We should also have more dialogue 
on values, on civilization, on human rights and the rule of law.

	 We all face the threat of extremism. So, I think politically 
there are a lot that we have to discuss.

	 On economic corporation, I think we should talk more at 
conception level so when we talk about free trade, let’s discuss why 
it is important, what can be instructive for a colleague who is  
negotiating this free trade arrangement. 

	 Finally, practically speaking, there should be more exchange 
between business and political leaders. Davos is a good example. 
I think that is part of our future, if we are to maintain ASEM’s  
relevance. I think ASEF can be helpful. In that respect, we should 
seek triangle relationship between academia, business community 
and government. As for economic subtopics, we should include  
agriculture, disaster management, and water management. So finally, 
more than ever there is interdependence and complementarity  
between Europe and Asia, so let ASEM be the catalyst and bring 
more opportunities for our future together.

Mr. David Tsao (Cao Honghui)*
Deputy Director General,  

Research & Development Department
China Development Bank

	 I was very surprised to 
know this morning that there was 
no meeting among the economic 
ministers since 2006. But what  
happened just two years after 
that, in 2008, the debt crisis  
occurred and even up to the 
present. You know the rest of the 
world is still suffering from that. 
The current status in the global 
economy is still on the tougher 
way to rejuvenation. And the  
European debt crisis has not  
resolved and even China is facing 
the risk of the economic downtrend. As for Japan, its growth is also 
struck after ease of money supply. Look at the U.S., who knows 
there are still lots of the uncertainties. And emerging countries are 
still suffering from uncertain trades as well. So that is why we should 
sit together and come here together in the past 20 years, not to talk 
about something, but to do something. What is most important for 
us is to figure out what we can do in the next 10 years. 

	 Actually, after two decades since 1996, we see that regional 
economies are closer linked. We see increasing economic  
activities between the two regions. But we see very little relevance 
between ASEM activities and economic groups and cooperation. 
But fortunately we also see lots of cooperation regionally in some 
other regions or among the G20 economies. And we see the  

Mr. David Tsao (Cao Honghui)
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so-called BRICS cooperation last year that has reached lots of the 
agreements to push forward economic activity promotion. Also that 
is what is happening in the Eastern part of the continent and on 
another side of the Pacific, but we see little or do not see this  
happen in the western part of the continent. We also see a free 
trade area initiatives and the regional integration between the East 
Asian countries and the Pacific Area. Simultaneously, we see the 
single currency in Europe since 1999 and we also see TPP and 
TTIP between Southeast Asia and US or US and the Europe. But, 
we do not see the phenomenon between Europe and Asia,  
especially in the East Asia, so we see very small relevance  
between two regions. 

	 What we can do as an ambition maybe is we can enhance 
and create investment between the two regions. If we want to do 
that, we have to remove the impediments in trade and investment. 
This is because, since the global financial crisis, we see more and 
more protectionism in the trade and investment, I mean cross- 
border trade and investment. 

	 And secondly we see the undeveloped infrastructure and 
lots of infrastructure needed to be upgraded even in Europe.  
Actually, somebody said we need to upgrade the key infrastructure 
to expand external trade in Europe. The investment at least could 
amount to 550 billion in Europe. At least 120 sea ports needed to 
be connected. Also 5000 kilometers highway need to be upgraded 
in Europe even. If you want to cut down the cost and time of  
logistics between the two regions, we have to improve the logistic 
system between us. First of all, we have to upgrade or develop the 
infrastructure inside and outside of the two regions. And,  
simultaneously, we have to enhance the capacity of SME, small or 
the medium size enterprises, to get them engaged in the new  
challenges globally. 

	 So, I have two suggestions on how to promote regional  
cooperation in the future.

	 1.	 To enhance connectivity between the two regions. For  
		  instance, we can work together, we can set up some  
		  workshops first, to push forward the collaboration on  
		  planning and concrete projects, and then we can push  
		  forward construction of these projects. Of course, we  
		  also need to promote the institution and coordination  
		  including policies and regulations between different  
		  countries as well as cultural exchange like  tourists,   
		  education between two regions, between Asia and  
		  Europe. 

	 2.	 My second suggestion is to research on whether we can  
		  work together to push forward free trade area between  
		  two regions, not just bilaterally or not just between East  
		  Asia and Pacific. We should start with some research on  
		  regional FTA between these two regions, or maybe  
		  to explore what we can do in the next decade, instead of  
		  just talking about concept on several issues without  
		  doing anything.



Economic PillarSESSION 3 104 ASEM Symposium on the Future Direction of ASEM 105 SESSION 3

Mr. Tom Dodd
Head of ASEAN Department of Foreign and  

Commonwealth Office of the United Kingdom

	 We all know that the story of Asia in the 21st Century.  It is a 
story of rapid economic growth.  We all know the statistics.  But  
I will repeat them anyway:

	 •	 By 2050, it is estimated that Asia will dominate the  
		  global economy with as much as 50% of world trade.  

	 •	 Exports from the EU to Asia have doubled in the last  
		  decade. They were worth over 570 billion Euros in 2013.

	 •	 And EU imports from Asia were worth nearly 680 billion 
		  Euros in 2013.

	 Likewise, we know 
that since the global  
financial crisis, Europe has 
become more focused. It 
needs to become more  
competitive, more outward 
looking. And it needs to  
deliver the economic growth, 
to create jobs and maintain 
our standard of living. We 
cannot prosper in isolation. 
Our futures are increasingly 
bound together.    In Europe, 
we are looking eastwards. 
We see the opportunities 
and we are doing something 
about it. That’s no secret.

Mr. Tom Dodd
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	 So, the question I would like to answer today is simple. How 
do we continue our prosperous future together?  The answer is that 
we do it in three ways.

	 Firstly, we need progress on free trade. European nations 
are, at our heart, trading nations. It was our insatiability for Asian 
spices that first fuelled our relationship with Asia. And remember 
Christopher Columbus discovered America when he was searching 
for a sea route to India.  European trade with Asia was dominated 
by the Venetians, and then the Portuguese, before the Dutch and 
British began travelling in numbers to the region. Even in 2015, 
mention the Silk Road and you conjure up images of an exotic and 
mystical route to the East.

	 And business is still a powerful driver of our interests in the 
region.  Historically we were pioneers of free trade – and we  
continue to advocate free trade globally.  We are committed to  
playing a leading international role in improving the conditions for 
business in Asia. We want open trading arrangements, to create a 
level playing field for foreign business, and to protect intellectual 
property rights.  Because it is in all our interests to build a set of 
high-quality agreements that set the standards and maintain the 
momentum behind trade and investment liberalisation in Asia.  

	 In all of our work across Asia, Britain seeks to work with our 
European partners. There are FTAs on the table with Singapore, 
Japan, Australia, New Zealand and Vietnam.  Britain is championing 
an ambitious EU-China FTA. We are looking forward to the launch 
of the ASEAN Economic Community at the end of this year.  This 
should be one of the top four single markets in the world by 2030. 
Likewise, the Trans-Pacific Partnership and Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership are potentially important liberalising steps 
forward.

	 Secondly, we need to recognise that prosperity cannot  
continue without regional stability.  We must continue our efforts to 
maintain stability and a respect for international law and norms.  
Because political instability and rivalries threaten to undermine  
economic achievements. We are clear that Europe’s own prosperity 
depends on regional security: British exports to ASEAN are rising 
more rapidly than British exports globally.  Our bilateral trade with 
Japan and the Republic of Korea is significant and our trade with 
China is rising at record levels. Much of this trade passes through 
the East and South China Sea.  Indeed global trade worth US$4.5 
trillion passes through the South China Sea alone each year.  
Tensions worry us all. 

	 These tensions are for ASEAN, China and the other parties 
to solve. But we encourage all countries in the region to build  
mutual trust, to work for regional stability, and to settle disputes in 
accordance with international law. Many inside and outside Asia 
are watching as political tensions and nationalism rise. Economic 
connections do not mean a region cannot be torn apart by strategic 
rivalry. We in Europe know this too well from our own painful  
experience.  In more recent history, the embargoes imposed during 
the Cold War did not just affect our trading relationships. They  
stifled growth and impacted on jobs and on living standards.

	 Nowadays, a rift across our continent similar to the magnitude 
experienced last century is inconceivable.  We have learnt that  
multilateral institutions are invariably the best ways to build  
dialogue and create confidence and trust between regional powers.  

	 This brings me onto my third point, recognising the role that 
ASEM has to play.  

	 We believe ASEM has an important role to play in invigorating 
business and business links.  It can listen and act to reduce regulatory 
burdens and barriers.  To refer to Shada Islam’s paper, we support 
the idea of keeping ASEM informal and effective through the idea of 
“minilateral summits”. These would encourage bilateral contacts.  
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We support the idea of an Asia-Europe Marketplace. It would  
provide an informal setting for interactions and the exchange of 
ideas for business leaders, civil society, parliamentarians and other 
interested parties.  

	 The free flow of ideas and innovation is the life-blood of 
economic growth. I believe that it is also the lifeblood of ASEM.  We 
want to see ASEM reinvigorated as it enters its 20th year. This 
doesn’t mean having meetings for the sake of having meetings, but 
creating the opportunities for people to connect and interact.

	 As Shada Islam’s paper recognises, as we grapple with our 
dilemmas – economic, political and security – we are drawing  
closer together. The ASEM approach of informal dialogue and  
flexibility has seen our two continents draw closer together over the 
last 20 years.  We are increasingly inter-twined, our relationships 
multi-dimensional. Our relationship is not just about trade and  
economics. We are linked through our work on climate change,  
immigration, maritime security, education – the list is a long one. 

	 The 21st century is the century of connectivity. And in an  
increasingly connected world, ASEM has a role to play.  And as we 
increasingly think multilaterally not just bilaterally, the role of ASEM, 
to offer us a space for open dialogue, is increasingly important.

Session 4

Social and Cultural Pillar

 H.E. Mr. Claude Blanchemaison

 H.E. Mr. Jiro Okuyama

 Ms. Liga Lejina

 Ms. Ranintia Adhi Citra Pramesti

 Dr. Fionnuala Croke

 Mr. Richard Werly

Session 4	:	 Moderated by H.E. Ms. Ina Marčiulionytė,  
		  Director General of Latin America, Africa, Asia and  
		  Pacific Department at the MFA of Lithuania and  
		  ASEM Senior Official for Lithuania
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H.E. Mr. Claude Blanchemaison*
Chairperson of the ASEF Board of Governor and  

ASEF governor for France

	 I have been asked to 
speak about the achievements 
and the future of the Asia - 
Europe relations. It is quite a 
challenge, in fact, because on 
one hand, the public generator 
does not know anything about 
ASEF about the foundation 
which is precisely in charge of 
people-to-people dialogue, and 
on the other hand, I am part of 
the governors of ASEF and I 
also represent my own country, 
France. And I have been elected 
this year to be chairman of the 
Board of Governors. My opinion is that this foundation is very useful 
and works efficiently. I would even say that if it did not exist, we 
should invent it, but of course, it could be improved in many ways, 
and we will be working to do so with my colleagues especially with 
the Executive Director, Ambassador Zhang Yan, who is with us today. 

	 I would like to take the risk by putting this question: how to 
make ASEF more relevant and more visible. As you know the  
foundation was created by the first ASEM Leaders’ meeting here in 
Bangkok in 1996, to promote the dialogue and better understanding 
between Asian and European civil societies, mainly in the fields of 
culture, education, good governance and intellectual exchanges. 
These remain the mandate of the Foundation. But we must look 
into the present challenges we are facing together, while taking into 
account the experience of the last eighteen years. Before coming to 
that, let me stress that the functioning of the Foundation is based 

H.E. Mr. Claude Blanchemaison
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on three principles: confidence, quality, and priority. And, in the 
board we take decision by consensus after wide open discussion 
and there is no bloc to bloc position. 

	 Now, eighteen years after its creation, let’s have a look at 
the achievements of the Foundation and its new fields of interest. 

	 First, in my view, one of the most remarkable achievements 
of the ASEF has been the organization of the seminar of ASEM on 
human rights which I have mentioned this morning. And, ASEF is 
acting on behalf of ASEM in organizing this seminar every year. 
The last one took place in Hanoi and the next one will take place in 
Switzerland in November. 

	 Second, the Foundation is organizing regular seminars on 
main economic challenges for Europe and Asia including  
consequences of the recent financial crisis with active participation 
of the most prominent think-tanks of both regions. Two sessions of 
the Asia – Europe economic forum have been organized in 2014: 
one in Berlin in May, and another one in Tokyo in December. The 
next one will take place in Paris in October. 

	 Third, ASEF has also been focusing more and more on  
climate change and sustainable development. We know that those 
two challenges have to be taken up together, and not against each 
other. The shift in our economic model to a low-carbon pathway will 
require a collective spirit of responsibility and solidarity. New  
significant reduction of greenhouse gas emissions can only be 
achieved with equitable access to sustainable development,  
shifting all investment from high carbon to low carbon technologies 
and activities. We have seen again very recently the devastation 
caused by climate destruction which is a threat for all of us in Asia 
and in Europe. So, an input in intellectual contribution to the  
ongoing worldwide negotiation to limit global warming to less than 
two degrees is welcome, so that the COP 21 which is going to take 
place in Paris will be a milestone to tackle this challenge of climate 
change. And, ASEF is also bringing its own share about planning to 
organize different seminars, for instance:

	 -	 training ASEAN negotiators climate change, in Hanoi  
		  next June and in Bangkok next July
	 -	 another seminar on global climate change, in Beijing in  
		  June
	 -	 panel on financing for climate change, in Bangkok in  
		  July
	 -	 Asia – Europe conference on energy and climate  
		  change, in Paris in September. 

	 Fourth, ASEF is well-known for its investment in the future, 
mainly, in the field of education, and especially higher education, by 
taking many initiatives to improve reciprocal knowledge, better  
understanding between youngsters of Asia and Europe.  Moreover, 
the Foundation is acting according to the guidance of the meeting 
of ASEM Education Ministers. The fifth meeting will take place in 
April in Riga. And the meeting of university rectors has already  
taken place. 	

	 Fifth, ASEF’s achievement is culture. Since the very  
beginning, culture with cross-cultural exchanges has been one of 
the main activities of ASEF to increase the relevance and efficiency 
of its action. The Foundation should now select a few projects  
especially those relating to new technologies and creative  
industries. Again, it will be also acting according to the general  
guidance of the meeting of the ASEM Culture Ministers. The sixth 
meeting took place in Rotterdam in October 2014. 

	 Sixth, some members are encouraging ASEF to develop 
activities in public health and thanks to the Japanese government 
for financing this project very generously. 

	 Seventh, generally speaking, ASEF is playing a very  
important part by bringing together various institutions and  
facilitating formalization of the network. And, it has been the case 
for ASEMMUS, network of museum taking special interest in  
ethnography and culture both in Arab and in Asia. I think we have 
with us the new chairwoman of this network, maybe she would like 
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to say some words about it. This example should be extended to 
other matters. ASEF is already pretty good in bringing together 
chief editors of major newspapers and other media. The networking 
is also quite intense between think-tanks of Asia and Europe. 

	 To conclude the issues of the ASEF interest, I would like to 
say that the Foundation is now focusing more and more on new 
challenges such as climate change, energy, and sustainable  
development, but there is also growing interest for the question of 
urbanization and beneficiation of smart cities. Of course, good  
governors will remain one of its priorities alongside with creative 
industries and with the use of new technologies. On all these  
subjects, we must exchange our best practices and bring together 
the relevant specialists. 

	 And, now let me touch upon the question of financial  
constraint. The membership of ASEF is increasing but financial  
contribution of member countries to the budget is less stable.  
Some members are contributing, some are not. I might say that the 
permanent team of the Foundation working in Singapore is limited 
to the minimum. Several executives are seconded by member 
states. We have established in the governing board a task force to 
prepare report on sustainable finance scheme for the future.  
Of course, one of the main questions will be how to facilitate private 
sponsoring and private financing of some of the activities of ASEF. 
I think ASEF should not launch any project without partnership of an 
institution of different member countries, of global contributors, of 
co-organizers which means that ASEF is in fact using seed money 
to initiate cooperation and to promote network. 

	 One sentence to conclude, I think greater attention should 
be given to information policy, mainly through the websites created 
by ASEF and maybe also by nominating a correspondent of ASEF 
in each member state to disseminate information and outcomes of 
ASEF seminars, as well as the whole of its intellectual production 
directed especially to universities, media, business circle, non- 
governmental organization and other opinion makers.

H.E. Mr. Jiro Okuyama
Ambassador and Deputy Chief of Mission

Mission of Japan to the EU and  
ASEM Senior Official for Japan

	 I would like to join other panelists to thank the Thai  
Government for hosting this seminar and for the hospitality with 
which we are received.

	 Since its inception in 1996, ASEM 
has been conducting a wide range of 
activities under 3 Pillars (Political Pillar, 
Economic Pillar, Social and Cultural  
Pillar) in order to strengthen ties and  
mutual understanding between Asia 
and Europe. Among them, the activities 
under the Pillar 3 have produced good 
results such as through people-to-people 
exchanges in the civil society, and this 
pillar has supported and underlined the 

activities of ASEM. In this field, ASEF has played a central role, 
engaging in a broad range of intellectual, cultural and people-to-
people exchanges. Japan recognizes the importance of those  
exchanges and has continued the financial contribution to ASEF 
within the limits of financial constraints.

	 In particular, Japan has put an emphasis on the importance 
of the exchanges among the youth and students who will create the 
future of ASEM countries. At the first ASEM Summit meeting, Japan 
proposed together with Austria holding of the Asia-Europe Young 
Leaders Symposiums, which were held between 1997 and 2008, 
starting with Tokyo and Miyazaki of Japan and followed by Austria, 
Republic of Korea, Ireland, Malaysia, Germany, Viet Nam, the  
Netherlands, China, Denmark and Spain. I would also like to  
mention the Model ASEM, 6th meeting of which was held in Milan 
last year with the use of financial contribution from Japan and I hear 

H.E. Mr. Jiro Okuyama
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it was a very meaningful event.  Ranintia, who is on stage with us 
for this session and who participated in the 6th Model ASEM may 
refer to its recommendations, and I would just limit myself to saying 
the ASEF Young Leaders’ Summit 2015 will be held right before the 
Foreign Ministers’ meeting in Luxembourg based on its  
recommendations.

	 How can we further expand the scope of people-to-people 
and cultural exchanges? Perhaps there is room to work on  
synergies of the Economic Pillar and the Social/Cultural Pillar.  
These two pillars have many fields which are closely connected 
with each other, and if we could effectively combine or merge these 
fields together, we might be able to produce tangible results.  

	 Can we use an existing framework while at the same time 
directly involve people and mass media to raise the visibility of 
ASEM?  One idea may be to utilize the Business Forum which is 
held in connection with an ASEM Summit meeting.  We can expand 
the Business Forum from a forum of discussion to a match-making 
opportunity for companies of Asia and Europe, with a possible  
focus on small- to medium-sized enterprises.  Another idea is to 
hold an Asia-Europe food fair.  Japan intends to unilaterally do this 
on the occasion of the Milan Expo.  These are a couple of ideas to 
strengthen pragmatic and practical interchanges.

	 Finally, we would also like to draw your attention to the  
significance of promoting tourism as largest civil exchanges that 
can produce huge economic effects. At the ASEM 10 Summit  
meeting in Milan in October 2014, the ASEM leaders recalled the 
importance of tourism. Japan is planning to host a Symposium on 
Promoting Tourism in September 2015 in Tokyo, as part of the  
Tourism Expo Japan 2015 which is the world’s largest comprehensive 
tourism festival consisting of a forum, symposiums, meetings and 
exhibitions of more than 150 countries and regions, etc. We are 
hoping the SOM starting from tomorrow will support this seminar as 
an ASEM initiative.

	 Thank you very much for your attention.

Ms. Liga Lejina
Deputy State Secretary of the Ministry of Education  

and Science, Latvia

Ms. Liga Lejina

	 The ASEM Education Process was officially launched with the  
	 1st ASEM Conference of Ministers Responsible for Education  
	 held in 2008 in Berlin, Germany. Over the years we can witness  
	 the increasing number of the ASEM education initiatives in four  
	 education priority areas: (A) Quality assurance and recognition;  
	 (B) Engaging business and industry in education; (C) Balanced  
	 mobility; (D) Lifelong learning including technical and vocational  
	 education and training.  
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	 Education is as relevant today as ever – for new sources of  
	 growth human development cannot be overlooked for economic. 
	 Education serves as a tool for development of human capital,  
	 but also as a platform for people to people contacts, creating  
	 cooperation between institutions, understanding and aligning  
	 decision making processes. Both regions have diverse  
	 challenges, but responsibilities in policy choices are the same  
	 (youth unemployment; aging/emerging countries; growth and  
	 economic development). 

	 At the end of April this year, Latvia will host the 5th ASEM  
	 Education Ministers’ Meeting. These meetings take palce  
	 bi-annualy in Europe and Asia. The Senior Officials’ Meetings  
	 have served as a platform for frequent exchange of information  
	 as well as stocktaking and preparation of the ministerial events.  
	 Even more so – in the previous meeting in Malaysia, the  
	 Education Ministers asked the Senior Officials to meet also in  
	 their interim meeting to monitor the progress of activities,  
	 initiatives and working groups. The ASEM Education Secretariat 
	 (AES) has been established and is currently placed in Jakarta  
	 (Indonesia). The ASEF contribution has been important.

For example about 100 university leaders from 47 countries  
participated in the 4th Rectors’ Conference (ARC4, organised by 
ASEF), but in the Students’ Forum,  held in conjunction with the 
ARC4 last week, gathered students from all 51 member countries, 
confirming their interest and readiness to strengthen Asia Europe 
collaboration in education, which also calls for policy makers to be 
more active and re-affirm their commitment.

	 In preparation of the 5th ASEM Education Ministers’ Meeting,  
	 Latvia launched an early consultation process with three  
	 principles to guide an agreement on priorities for post-ASEMME5. 
	 These principles are:

		  •	 Continuity of ASEM education process (the pragmatic  
			   approach);

		  •	 Consultation and collaboration for results (the value of  
			   peer learning, exchange of experiences whilst staying  
			   open to projects of specific interests);

		  •	 Commitment for cooperation (ministers vision, political  
			   or technical dialogue).

	 The results of this consulation process which were discussed in  
	 SOM meeting in Riga last November serve as a basis for further  
	 development of the agenda. Many of the outcomes are much in  
	 line with what has been highlighted in the Discussion Paper of  
	 today’s Symposium. I will share a couple of them with you:

		  •	 ASEM Education collaboration has been a benefit – it  
			   serves as a platform for dialogue and exchange of  
			   perspectives for mutual understanding, and benefits  
			   ministries, the higher education community, quality  
			   assurance agencies and other bodies and stakeholder  
			   groups. At the same time, multi-stakeholder approach  
			   should be strengthened and stakeholders should be  
			   involved also within the national context;

			   Even more so - strengthening the link between ASEM  
			   Summit and ASEM Ministers’ Meetings, as well as  
			   cross-sectoral collaboration where and when possible is  
			   needed for better synergies and should be enhanced  
			   (within the pillars, e.g. social, cultural and education  
			   pillar, and among the pillars) (exchanges between the  
			   relevant Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Education, Culture, 
			   Labour, etc.). 

			   For example, looking at cross-cutting themes – skills for 
			   employability or technology use to increase productivity  
			   would not only be applicable to different levels of  
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			   education, but would also serve as connection between  
			   different sectors – for example education and economy.

		  •	 Informality vs effectiveness – ensuring an informal  
			   process and information exchange is welcomed, but at  
			   the same time, issues which require clear policy  
			   commitment by the participating countries should be  
			   identified; 

			   Considering the growing number of ASEM members  
			   and their various interests and national context, the  
			   ASEM education cooperation should be based on two  
			   pillars of cooperation. The first pillar should constitute a  
			   broad platform for dialogue and exchange of good  
			   practices and mutual learning. This dialogue may also  
			   be widened to other educational topics than the ones  
			   defined. The second pillar should encourage countries  
			   to develop concrete initiatives and programs, so to  
			   speak – result oriented. This encouragement should  
			   lead into a specific commitment to certain topics and  
			   activities. Progress in these projects/activities should be  
			   monitored. (e.g. ASEM DUO Fellowship Programme,  
			   joint curriculum development)

		  •	 ASEM cooperation should become more visible (both  
			   aims and achieved results) – so better visibility and  
			   communication. It was pointed out to reinforce the role  
			   of ASEM Education Secretariat (for instance, the role of  
			   website) for improving visibility; the need for  
			   communication strategy; the importance of exchange of  
			   information about the activities and projects.

		  •	 Considering the priority areas for post-ASEMME5,  
			   the participants suggested the continuation of the four  
			   existing priorities of the ASEM education process for  
			   continuity and stability, but integrating additional topics  
			   within the framework of the existing priorities.

			   A request for vision document through, including  
			   1) shared understanding of education, and explaining  
			   the importance of education exchanges for the Asia- 
			   Europe process; along with 2) roadmap – framework to  
			   be agreed; was also expressed.

			   The unique nature of ASEM education process should  
			   be kept – not to overlap with initiatives and aims of other  
			   organisations.

 

Following the new impetus from Milan Summit and the task  
assigned to education ministers by the Heads of State - in the 
framework of the Education Ministers’ Meeting in Riga - a working 
breakfast will be held to have an informal discussion among the 
Ministers on the future of the ASEM education process and their 
commitment to it.

With the overarching theme “ASEM Education Collaboration for 
Results”, the upcoming Ministers’ Meeting aims to ensure a  
forward-looking dialogue on strengthening cooperation between 
Asia and Europe, setting priorities of the work-cycle to come and 
encouraging joint actions to achieve results that would serve the 
interests of both regions.
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Ms. Ranintia Adhi Citra Pramesti
Industrial Engineering,  

University of Diponegoro, Indonesia
(Indonesian student representative who attended  

the Model ASEM and was selected to give the summary 
of the meeting to the EU leaders)

	 I remember when I first 
entered high school at the age 
of 16, my parents warned me 
that by the age of 18, I must 
travel abroad. I was reluctant 
initially and worried that my 
parents might be implicitly  
giving me hints to move out 
from the house. I applied to 
several programs, and failed 
most of them. I kept on trying, 
and by the time I succeeded, 
Singapore was my first country 
to visit. Only for a brief 2 
weeks, still, I have perceived a great deal of lessons. I resided  
in Japan for one year and it has changed me wholly. Last year,  
I participated in Model ASEM in Milan, Italy and I believe it has 
given me tremendous impact. I gained insights into myself, helped 
me set personal and vocational goals, and, most importantly,  
became more aware. When Myanmar Representative mentioned 
about Public Awareness Campaign, and when Mr. Okuyama  
explained the importance of youth exchange, it is apparent that 
awareness is something that is essential for any kind of  
development.

	 I believe that a nation is built out of the human intellect. This 
means that a nation cannot be built without the recognition and the 
collective efforts of all citizens -- skilled and unskilled, men and 

Ms. Ranintia Adhi Citra Pramesti
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women, old and young. Young people are a crucial segment of a 
nation’s development. Policies and development works of a nation 
can only be carried out by the youth. Their contributions, therefore, 
are highly needed.

	 Since its launch in Bangkok in March 1996, ASEM aims to 
be a dialogue forum and enhance action-oriented cooperation on 
selected themes of common interest. Today, ASEM has come a 
long way, yet still suffers from a lack of visibility and public  
recognition. This is one area in which youth can play their role. 
Young people are social actors of change; hence, “youths are not 
only the leaders of tomorrow, but also the partners of today.”.  
Bearing that in mind, there are sound reasons to include youth in 
the set-up and working of ASEM in the run-up to ASEM’s 20th birthday 
in 2016, without losing out of what ASEM means today.

	 This inclusion of youth in the process of development could 
be made possible with these following suggestions:

	 1.	 In addition to continuation of the Model ASEM Summit,  
		  the creation of an Annual ASEM Youth Summit would be  
		  beneficial for the youth to foster human connectivity in  
		  Asia and Europe. The ASEF Young Leaders Summit  
		  planned to take place this November in Luxembourg is  
		  a perfect response from ASEF on the outcome of Model  
		  ASEM 2014.

	 2.	 During ASEM Summit, Foreign Ministers’ Meetings  
		  (FMM), Senior Officials’ Meetings (SOM), or other ASEM  
		  regular meetings, youth could play the role of shadow  
		  delegate. This is, I suppose, the best way to demonstrate 
		  ASEM’s working method.

	 3.	 Another option would be the opportunity to be  
		  volunteers. Following the Model ASEM 2014, there will  
		  be Model ASEM spin-off activity in Singapore. While  
		  Model ASEM tends to generate interest and increase  

		  awareness of ASEM process among university students,  
		  the spin-off activities are organized locally to capture the  
		  enthusiasm of students’ interest at broader level. With  
		  further spin-offs planned to be held in Finland, France,  
		  and Vietnam, youth could be included in the process by  
		  volunteering as the committee.

	 4.	 In regard to raising visibility, the youth could be given a  
		  chance as interns, whose job is promoting ASEM via  
		  social media (twitter, youtube, instagram, articles on  
		  web log, etc) and using online platform to exercise  
		  follow-ups with youth involved in previous or upcoming  
		  ASEM activities.

	 Other speakers mentioned about keeping things simple and 
stay true with ASEM characters. When I got the chance to deliver 
Youth Declaration to EU Leaders, we did “selfies” and I gladly  
posted it on my facebook. It has become the nature of todays’ youth, 
to be seen by the world, and that is not necessarily a bad thing.  
Of course, youth are amendable. But that is the greatest thing about 
youth. Amendable. We (youth) possess this urge to be taken  
seriously, the ambition, and fast reflex on how to keep up with the 
latest trends. By including youth in its activities, not only could 
ASEM gain visibility, but also raise awareness amongst youth and 
society.

	 To conclude, the youth of today could do a marvellous job 
for the nation. With all the modern means of this computer age, 
where everything seems to be possible, why can’t the youth  
override the things done by the people in the past? We always  
consider the heroes of the past to be the evergreen characters. But 
today the youth with the proper use of the modern facilities should 
be evergreen characters for the times to come. Either the East, or 
the West, it does not matter where we come from because at the 
end of the day, we all want to move forward.
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Dr. Fionnuala Croke
Chair of the Asia-Europe Museum Network (ASEMUS) 

and Director of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin

	 Having worked in national 
cultural institutions in Ireland  
for almost 30 years, I have  
collaborated internationally on the 
sharing of collections through 
loans and exhibitions on dozens, 
probably hundreds, of occasions. 
And I am convinced of the  
potential and power of culture to 
engage, connect and inspire  
people.

	 Culture is the great bridge 
builder, and museums have  
the experience, knowledge and 
potential to support and develop 
the objectives of ASEM. With their 

shared passion for, and knowledge of, art and culture, museum 
professionals quickly establish mutual bonds of trust and find  
common ground, celebrating cultural diversity while at the same 
time developing narratives that explore our historic and artistic  
connections. Through collaborations, and the sharing of expertise 
and collections, museums can start conversations at a cultural  
level allowing our governments to follow through on those  
conversations at political and economic level. 

	 Through their displays and public programmes, museums 
can educate domestic audiences in other cultures; as well as foster 
relations with the peoples whose cultures are represented in their 
Collections.

Dr. Fionnuala Croke
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	 Thirdly, museum displays have the added benefit of being 
able to reach large, multicultural audiences – aided by online  
resources and social media – and therefore to promulgate  
cross-cultural themes. They can challenge existing narratives and 
prepare new narratives that explore our cultural heritage. While 
based on scholarly research, these stories can be interpreted at 
multiple levels, to communicate our shared common values and 
needs to a broad and diverse public. 

	 In all these ways, museums can act as vehicles for the  
promotion of cultural connections between countries in Asia and 
Europe and provide a ‘backdrop’ or context for wider discussions.

	 The Chester Beatty Library and Museum has extensive East 
Asian collections. We already have well-established relationships 
with institutions in Asia because of the world-renowned importance 
of these Collections, and the high professional standing of its  
Curators and other professional staff.  

	 Through our public programmes the Chester Beatty engages 
with Irish audiences and international visitors to the country.  
In addition, we have carved a unique role among the Irish national 
cultural institutions by reaching out to the emerging communities in 
Ireland, the newest members of our society.

	 Let me cite one specific example to illustrate what I have 
been saying. Over the last 15 years, the Chester Beatty’s Head of 
Education has worked closely with the Chinese community in  
Ireland, developing bonds of trust that have led to many collaborative 
projects. And each year, we partner with the Chinese New Year 
Festival. At the same time the Curator of the East Asian Collections 
develops relationships with colleagues in partner museums and in 
2010 the Chester Beatty hosted a highly successful exhibition of 
15th to 20th century paintings from the Shanghai Museum, called 
Telling Images of China. To maximise the reach of the show, the 
Library offered an additional virtual version of the exhibition  
allowing Web visitors to pan and zoom over high-quality images of 
the works, and to read commentary on selected images. 

ASEMUS

	 The good news is that there already exists a network to 
promote and facilitate this cultural dialogue.  

	 The Asia-Europe Museum Association (ASEMUS) is a 
cross-cultural network of museums from ASEM countries which 
possess collections of Asian heritage. (http://asemus.museum/
about-us/) The Chester Beatty was a founding member of ASEMUS 
and our role in this network provides us with a further, more  
focussed and formal conduit to develop and expand our activities.

	 ASEMUS’ objectives are two-fold: to promote mutual  
understanding between the peoples of Asia and Europe through 
collaborative museum-based cultural activity; and to stimulate and 
facilitate the sharing and use of museum collections.

	 So what practical and tangible projects has ASEMUS thus 
far realised to fulfil its goals? The activities of ASEMUS primarily 
take the form of networking and the exchange of information,  
personnel and skills via a biennial General Meeting and Conference 
and the development of its website. It has also successfully created 
and implemented the ASEMUS Educational Exchange Outreach 
Programme. On a modest budget, the member museums manage 
the exchange of museum educators amongst ASEMUS partner 
museums from Asia and Europe. This simple yet effective programme 
provides young educators with the opportunity to exchange best 
practise ideas in another cultural environment and, of course,  
to bring new ideas and experiences home with them.
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ASEMUS VCM

	 Another project of ASEMUS is the Virtual Collection of Asian 
Masterpieces (http://masterpieces.asemus.museum/index.nhn). 
ASEMUS VCM is an on-line collection of images and information 
on Asian masterpieces held in collections both in Asia and Europe. 
Over 2,000 masterpieces, presented by more than 70 museums, 
comprise a database for on-line users from around the globe to  
appreciate the richness and variety of Asian heritage. Its strength 
and uniqueness lies in the accompanying descriptions in English 
thus providing a ‘shopfront’ for many smaller Asian museums to an 
international audience.

	 ASEMUS has no direct source of funding. In order to imple-
ment its objectives, ASEMUS relies on the goodwill and active sup-
port of its member museums. The VCM website is funded by a 
handful of museums (its Trustees) who continue to maintain it in the 
face of budgetary cutbacks in their own institutions until a more 
permanent and sustainable source of funding is found.

ASEF

	 Over the years, the Asia Europe Foundation has been the 
most important financial contributor to ASEMUS’ activities, including 
support for the organisation of the ASEMUS General Conference 
every two years. ASEF also helped to re-launch the ASEMUS  
website as part of its culture360.org portal in 2011. Funding for  
special projects may also be applied for from ASEF.

	 ASEMUS – which was founded at the Stockholm meeting in 
2000 – is the museum arm or network of the ASEM countries.  
ASEMUS is the flagship programme of the Asia Europe Foundation, 
and we look forward to continuing and developing the excellent  
relationship we enjoy with our colleagues from the ASEF Cultural 
Department. 

	 Their budget, and the funds they have available for ASEMUS 
–amongst their many projects and commitments – depend upon 
the member countries. May I be so bold as to suggest here today 
that if ASEM wishes to increase cultural dialogue, it needs to  
increase funds available to ASEM and to ASEMUS. I hope that my 
small contribution today may go some way to advocating for this 
support.

CONCLUSION

	 To conclude: my message is simple. Museums such as the 
Chester Beatty have a unique role to play in fostering intercultural 
understanding and mutual respect, thereby advancing the ideas 
and recommendations of ASEM in ways that are achievable and 
tangible.
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Mr. Richard Werly*
Paris correspondent of the Swiss newspaper  

“Le Temps”

	 My first point, maybe I can introduce myself a little bit  
further. I am now a correspondent in France, so I am now covering 
France. But before that, I was a correspondent in Asia. I have been 
in Tokyo, Bangkok, Hong Kong and I was a Bureau Chief in  
Brussels for the last six years before moving to Paris. The reason 
why I am saying that is when you are a correspondent based in 
those countries following the news of the respective regions or the 
respective countries, then you get feelings different from only  
following institutions. 

	 And that led me to  
realize when I was covering 
ASEM Summit. In Helsinki, in 
Hanoi, in Milan recently, why 
precisely those summits are 
generating a very institutional 
coverage and you do have 
stories on ASEM regularly. But 
they are mainly about the  
institution, mainly about the 
meetings, about the summits, 
about the declarations, but not 
on the substance which is the 
Asia-Europe dialogue and why 
you need this dialogue and why this dialogue is fruitful. Switzerland 
joined ASEM recently at the Vientiane Summit. We came up with 
this idea of putting up a proposal for a public diplomacy training 
program which is supported by the Asia-Europe Foundation, and by 
the Swiss government at the moment, and also by some Asian 
countries. We will have soon a training here in Bangkok in August, 
and we have just had the training in Kuala Lumpur. 

Mr. Richard Werly

*This text was transcribed from audio record.
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	 If you want to make ASEM more visible, if you want it to  
attract attention, you do not only need a good story, definitely you 
need good stories. But you also need the tools to promote that 
story. And when I talk about the tools, it means human resource. 
You need the people in the ministries. I mean you need diplomats, 
first of all, who know how to promote ASEM, who know how to use 
those tools, for example. So you need people who not only are 
trained but who are used to working together. 

	 This is what I found lacking. What is lacking despite the 
Summits and some officials. I understand that some of them are 
used to working together. Yes, but what about the others, what 
about the rest of the concerned diplomacy, the ministries who are 
not directly attached to this structure of ASEM? My finding is that 
they are not used to working together that much. They do not know 
each other very well and they are not used to interacting, talking 
about ASEM. They are not used to interacting with businessmen, 
with journalists, with museum operators, with youth. So the point is, 
for the future of ASEM and for ASEM to be more relevant, to be 
more visible, to have more of this interaction, it is important to bring 
more young diplomats. Bring them together first, then bring them 
together to meet with other stakeholders, to talk with those  
stakeholders. That is what we do for Public Diplomacy Initiative. We 
bring them together and we exchange on what can and cannot be 
done together. For example, I’m sure it would be very interesting for 
museum operators to exchange views with diplomats who are  
representing their countries in the ASEM structure to see what they 
could do together because you might have countries who have very 
good possibilities of holding exhibition, festivals, and events. But 
they just do not know how to do it simply because maybe in their 
country, the culture department is very remote from the foreign  
affairs department, so there are reasons for that. So interaction, for 
me, for the future, is the keyword. More interaction between the  
different departments of ASEM, and the different fields of action 
where ASEM is relevant. 

	 The second point I want to make and again it is an  
observation as a journalist. Some countries feel more at ease with 
ASEM than others. Sometimes you do achieve tremendous  
reasons with only four countries. You do not need to have twenty 
countries. You do not need to have fifty-three members that will 
come to the Summit, but the small initiative undertaken by two or 
three members in the specific area where they have the joint  
interest or simply not only interest but the willingness to do so.  
I believe that can make a difference and I would plead here for 
ASEM to encourage this right of initiative, and give those countries 
the possibility to do more. Sometimes two countries can achieve  
a lot. 

	 Coming back to your question on the media: how to bring 
media on board.  If you look at the media crowd during an ASEM 
Summit, you will see a lot of Asian journalists because they do  
follow their leaders when the president, the prime minister, the  
minister come, and he or she will bring along maybe ten or thirty 
journalists. This is the case for Asia. This is not the case for Europe 
anymore, and especially for an ASEM Summit because it is very 
rare that a European leader comes to an ASEM Summit. What is 
also important is that you should think in advance what you have to  
propose them, what story might be interesting for them to come and 
to cover the Summit, and here I just want to say that ASEM is the 
stage at itself. 

	 And, I would encourage ASEM members to consider ASEM 
as a stage. You can use the venue to have an exhibition, not only 
limited to institutional events like the Asia-Europe People Forum or 
the Asia-Europe Business Forum. You can do much more by using 
ASEF. So I believe that it would benefit ASEM to seize  
opportunities, to have a small group of countries able to go ahead, 
even if bigger countries do not support or are not interested.  
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	 And for the media, always keep in mind to bring them early 
on. As a journalist, I hate to be called at the last moment and be told 
that I should write a story. If you call me at the very last minute and 
tell me that I should write a story, most of the time I will not write the 
story so call me early on, tell me why it would be interesting for me 
to come. 

	 Eventually, invite me and please be nice, be friendly, be 
open and accept the criticism that will inevitably come from the 
press because the press is there to criticize. The press is there to 
have an independent voice, so just trust the press, trust the media 
and they will probably produce good stories that you will be happy 
to read in the newspapers or on the social media.

Bangkok Initiatives on the
Future Direction of ASEM
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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. 

*This document summarises the outcome of the panel discussion during the ASEM Sympo-
sium on the Future Direction on ASEM held on 30 March 2014 in Bangkok.
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	 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 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. 
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Possible Recommendations on the Economic pillar

	 •	 Asia and Europe should be a shared economic space  
		  with enhanced connectivity and economic interaction.

	 •	 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.     

	 •	 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. 
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	 •	 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.


