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Timecode (TC) start: 00:11
Welcome to episode four of the Asia-Europe Meeting InfoBoard podcast. On today's AIB podcast, we'll be looking towards the Philippines, the 2026 ASEAN Chair, and having a conversation about the impact of the Philippines' chairmanship year on Europe and Asia.

My name is Tommy KOH, I am the Chair of the St. Gallen Symposium Singapore Chapter, and I will be the moderator for today's session. Joining me are three esteemed speakers, and if I could introduce them, we have Mr. Dominic Xavier-IMPERIO, the Deputy Assistant Secretary and ASEAN Spokesperson from the Philippines Department of Foreign Affairs. Dominic, thanks for joining us. We have Ambassador Sujiro SEAM, the Ambassador for the European Union to ASEAN. Ambassador, good afternoon. And we have Ms. Sharon SEAH, the Principal Fellow and Coordinator of Climate Change in Southeast Asia at the ISEAS Yusof Institute. Welcome, Sharon. 

short intro
 
Now, we are having this conversation at an exciting time. The ASEAN chairmanship has transitioned from Malaysia, which held the chair in 2025, to the Philippines, withholding the chair this year in 2026. It is an exciting time because there are many changes. We are welcoming the 11th ASEAN member state, which is Timor-Leste. There are also new opportunities from frontier technologies that are accompanied by anxieties on the impact of things like AI and other developments on society and on bread-and-butter issues like jobs. At the same time, all of this is happening amidst greater political instability, both across the region and beyond the region. 

(I) 2026 Vision and Three Pillars of Philippines ASEAN Chairship

I wanted to start by asking Dominic to introduce the Philippines priorities and to tell us the top three things that our listeners and others in Europe should pay special attention to. Dominic, the floor is yours if you could get us started and we'll start the conversation this way. 

Dominic IMPERIO
TC start 02:02
the Philippines basically has three main priorities for this chairship. I'd like to go over them very quickly. The first one is the peace and security anchors that, of course, represents the APSC pillar or the political security pillar. And then, of course, we have the prosperity corridors and that represents the economic pillar. And finally, we have the people empowerment, which represents the socio-cultural pillar. Those are really the main priorities we have, but we identified several other strategies and priorities under those three pillars.

As you know, currently, there is an energy emergency happening globally because of what's happening in the Middle East. And on top of that, in the region, we have other issues such as the Myanmar situation. And of course, there's also the situation between our fellow ASEAN member states, Thailand and Cambodia border issue. And so the Philippines needs to be ready as chair to be able to handle these issues. And on top of that, we have other agenda items that we would like to push forward. Let me begin by highlighting one of these under the political security, and that is the maritime cooperation. We are very keen on improving and strengthening our maritime cooperation among the ASEAN member states. And under that, we would like to see a first, hopefully, we will be able to conclude the negotiations of the code of conduct. And that's very important for us. We would also like to see an establishment of a maritime study centre in ASEAN, which will help the ASEAN member states to be able to push forward with our maritime priorities. Under our prosperity corridors priority, we are really looking at artificial intelligence, which by the way, is a cross cutting issue. And under the Philippines chairship, we are not looking at artificial intelligence solely under the economic pillar, but across all three pillars. Hopefully, we will be able to substantially conclude the DEFA, which is the Digital Economic Framework Agreement, very important for ASEAN. And I believe this will be the first digital framework agreement in the world. We're looking at a silver economy, we want to highlight that, that is becoming very important, not only for ASEAN, but in the Asia Pacific in general and across the globe. And then we would also like the youth to be more innovative and resilient against any threats brought by emerging technologies and AI itself. And then we're also prioritising climate resilience under the socio-cultural pillar. 

Tommy
TC start 05.03
Dominic, I wanted to ask you one additional question before we get Sharon and Ambassador Sujiro to also weigh in. And that's a question about trade-offs.

You've shared the Philippines' priorities for 2026. And in that process of developing the priorities, there's almost always going to be a situation where less is more. You have a fixed amount of time, 365 days in your chairmanship. And I wanted to ask you, what was on the agenda that had to be cut from the agenda? 

Dominic IMPERIO
TC start 05:32
As you know, each chairship, while it would have its own unique priorities, what we really intend to do for this chairship was not only to push forward with the priorities that the Philippines wants to highlight under its chairship, but we would also like to continue what has already been done by previous chairs. So, we're not just talking about Malaysia, but the other chairs before us. 

short intro 

Tommy KOH
TC start 06:01
Thanks very much, Dominic. 

I wanted to now invite both Ambassador Sujiro and Sharon to weigh in on this conversation. If we turn over to you, Ambassador, the EU is obviously following the Philippines ASEAN chairmanship with great interest. What do you think resonates the most with you, and what do you think might be missing from the priorities that Dominic has laid out? 


Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 06:23
On your first question, let me just underline that among the 11 now in the states of ASEAN, the Philippines is certainly one of the most like-minded for the European Union. It served as our country coordinator for the years 2021-2024 and delivered us, for ASEAN and the European Union, a major success, the 45th anniversary commemorative summit between ASEAN and the European Union in Brussels. So, of course, we have high expectations for the Philippines' chairship in 2026. But let me also add that 2026 is, for the ASEAN and the European Union strategic partnership, a year of transition. I mean by that that it is in 2027, next year, that the European Union and ASEAN will celebrate 50 years of dialogue and partnership. And for that occasion, of course, we have major objectives, organising a commemorative summit for this 50th anniversary of dialogue partnership and upgrading our strategic partnership into a comprehensive strategic partnership. So what we expect from 2026 and the Philippines' chairship is to continue to advance our relationship towards those objectives of the commemorative summit and an upgrade to a comprehensive strategic partnership. 

Tommy KOH
TC start 07:37
Thank you, Ambassador.
So, Ambassador, you've spoken a lot on the positive things that we should do together. Is there anything that's missing to your mind? 

Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 07:48
Let me just share with everyone that the success of the European Union presidency, because we have a system of rotating presidencies, or the success of an ASEAN chairship with the same system of rotation, is very often not on what is expected. It is on what is not expected. When we look backwards at what happened under the Malaysian chair, they had successes which  were expected. The adoption of the ASEAN ACV (ASEAN Community Vision) in 2045, or the accession of Timor-Leste as the 11th member state of ASEAN. But actually, I think they spent most of their chairmanship last year dealing with the fallout of the new posture of one of ASEAN's major trading partners and the adoption of unilateral tariffs.   

Tommy KOH
TC start 08:32
Sharon, turning over to you now. Where do you think the Philippines' chairmanship breaks new ground and what do you think might be missing? 


Sharon SEAH
TC start 08:41
I do tend to agree with Ambassador Sujiro that oftentimes the analysts who have to write up about the ASEAN chairmanship year, we tend to think along the lines of what were the black swan events that happened in the year and how the chair responded to them, rather than to think along the lines of business as usual, the kind of normal agenda that the chair has to follow. Over the years, I've noticed that the succeeding chairs have been very considerate of their predecessor chairs, where they adopt the agenda that has already been set in motion, because I think there's an understanding over the years that one year is not possible for a chair to bring a certain initiative to its conclusion. For instance, the DEFA has already spent a couple of years, and it will take some time, and hopefully this year we'll see its conclusion. For me, a very, very small thing that the Philippines chairmanship has done, which to me is, and to many who share my views on gender equality, is that it has deliberately used the word chairship and not chairmanship. We really appreciate this, because the advocates of equality have noticed this, and we amongst ourselves say that this is a very good change and we hope that succeeding chairs will continue to keep this terminology of chairship. The other one I do think, in terms of strategically, how the Philippines is going to move forward is, as we look at the kind of bilateral and trilateral relationships that the Philippines has put in place over the last few years, including the US-Japan, Philippines Trilateral, or the SWAT, and the different strategic relationships that the Philippines has in place with partners like India, the US, China, Taiwan, I think these are the kind of building blocks that will stand the Philippines in good state this year. So I'm looking forward to see how, in this very disruptive age that we're living in, with the tariffs and now a Middle East crisis, how the Philippines is going to use some of the advantages to leverage off its own strategic relationships for the good of ASEAN. 

short intro

Tommy KOH
TC start 10:57
If you had the opportunity to pose a question to someone from the Philippines, and we conveniently have Dominic on the call, what would you ask the Philippines about its chairmanship? 

Sharon SEAH
TC start 11:08
Well, I think it would be ultimately on the 31st of December, what is the legacy you want to leave behind? This is the fifth time that the Philippines is hosting the ASEAN chair, and I think it's got to be something that you want to remember your chairship by.

Dominic Imperial
TC start 11:25
Although I don't want to predict, but definitely what the Philippines would want to see at the end of its chairship this year is that all those deliverables, the concrete deliverables, well, not all, but most of the concrete deliverables that we are aiming for would either have been initiated, the discussions have been initiated for further discussions, or some of these have already started to materialise. I just would like to also highlight that under our chairship, what is important also is that we have stressed the importance of ASEAN centrality within the ASEAN mechanism. Of course, we would also like to see progress in in the geopolitical security, not only in the region, but how ASEAN has contributed to it. At the moment, we are going through an energy emergency, so we would like to see ASEAN being able to contribute, especially for ASEAN, for the people of ASEAN, when it comes to dealing and addressing this very critical situation. Within the ASEAN, of course, when we want to push for priorities and deliverables, of course, when you have 11 parties in the discussion, that would take some time for us to be able to reach consensus. That would be a challenge for us to be able to push.

short intro


(II) Challenges for Asia-Europe cooperation

Tommy KOH
TC start 12:50
Let's turn now to the second segment of our conversation, which is really why this matters to Europe and what Europe should be paying attention to.  Ambassador, you spoke earlier about the various milestones, the positive agenda and the positive relations that ASEAN and Europe share. why is ASEAN important for the EU? 

Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 13:11
Thank you very much, Tommy. Well, the President of the European Council, His Excellency Antonio Costa said it best when he came for the first time as guest of the chair at the ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur last October. He came with two messages. The first one was we live in a fragmented and multipolar world, and a multipolar world requires a multipolar cooperation. And the second message was that in a rapidly shifting geopolitical landscape, the European Union needs more than ever a predictable, reliable and trustworthy partner. And it's true that if we consider ASEAN and the European Union, they are unanimously considered as the two most successful and two most advanced examples of regional integration in the world and in the history of mankind. So, of course, the strategic partnership between ASEAN and the European Union matters. It matters for peace and security. It matters for trade and investment and growth and prosperity. And it matters for development cooperation and the advancements of causes such as climate change, the green transition, the digital transition, or inclusivity and diversity.

Tommy KOH
TC start 14:24
What are your views on how Europe is engaging with Asia and not just ASEAN? Of course, as we all know, ASEAN is just part of the broader Asia region, the broader Asia continent.


Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 14:38
It is clear and Dominique referred to the main concept. The first word which comes to mind when we speak about ASEAN is centrality. It is a geographic centrality in Asia because it is at the crossroads of the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. And you know that now geopolitical analysis very much rests on this concept of Indo-Pacific strategy. But this is also central in terms of leadership, organisation, capacity to generate growth and capacity to engage with the rest of the world. So this is precisely what we're doing from the European Union and our member states. And of course, this is an extremely complex structure because we have an union on the one hand, we have our 27 member states on the other hand. Among the partners of ASEAN, the European Union is the only one which brings together a group of countries and not only one leader or one minister.  Also, when we engage on the trade and investment, bear in mind that it is European Union competence. So it's easier to negotiate with the European Union because it has the competence to negotiate on trade rather than to negotiate with 27 different member states. I manage the portfolio of regional projects with ASEAN, which is in excess of 250 million euros. Our pledge to invest in ASEAN, in particular in infrastructure, to our Global Gateway Initiative, which is the offer from the European Union to invest in infrastructure, is 10 billion euros for the year 2024 - 2027. 

short intro

Tommy KOH
TC start 16:17
Sharon, you're again a watcher of many ASEAN related affairs and ASEAN engagements. If you think about Europe and you think about how Europe compares to ASEAN's other partners, what do you think it has done? 

Sharon SEAH
TC start 16:30
the Ambassador is right. ASEAN and EU are two of the most successful regional organisations in the world, and we have learned from each other over the years. And as I was tracing the history of our relations, I think to borrow Yeo Lay Hwee's words, she's an expert observer of the EU. She says that we've moved from a donor-recipient relationship to a partnership with strategic purpose. So the EU actually is really seen as ASEAN's natural partner. It's ranked fourth in the survey that, as you know, the State of Southeast Asia that's done by my institute, as the fourth most strategically relevant partner for ASEAN last year. And it's positive for championing free trade, climate change, international law. And whenever ASEAN thinks of third parties with which to hedge with, the EU always ranks top of the table. And it's always puzzled me why the EU, despite its geographical distance, physical distance away from ASEAN, manages to rank above even Japan. So in last year's data, nearly 40% of ASEAN respondents actually see the EU as a trusted and strategic partner to hedge with. But I would like to make this observation that in the recent last few years, on the matter of international law, there seems to be a perception that there's a weakening of the EU's strength in supporting the international rules-based order because of a sense of hypocrisy, perhaps, in the way that the EU approaches the Ukraine issue vis-a-vis Gaza, vis-a-vis now also Iranian and other issues. So there could be a potential that the EU's normative influence in Southeast Asia will decline if words and actions don't match up. So I mean, to illustrate what I mean to say, the EU's recent position on the U.S.-Israeli attacks on Iran reveals how conflicted the member states are. So I think this is something that I guess all of us, ASEAN as well, ASEAN member states with close relations with the US., has also taken it in and we're now in a moment of reflexivity towards the international rules-based order and where we stand. I am looking forward to 2027 when there's a 50-year anniversary and I hope that with what's happening on the economic front, the geoeconomic front, that we can perhaps come into that year into signing a CSP with perhaps a promise or the greater likelihood of ASEAN-EU FTA talks.

Short intro

Tommy KOH
TC start 19:04
In this partnership with strategic purpose, is it indeed the case that the EU's traditional strengths have been weakened, or is the EU thinking about perhaps playing a different role? Ambassador, over to you.

Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 19:18
I think the best is to look at the concrete situation. The most urgent and most pressing order of business is the situation in the Middle East. On the situation in the Middle East, the European Council, the heads of states and governments of the European Union just recently adopted the European Union position. It is the four points. One, it's de-escalation. Second, it's the respect of international law. Third, it's the protection of civilians. And fourth is the moratorium on strikes on the energy infrastructure. So if we look at the position of ASEAN, it is very convergent. ASEAN has expressed its positions through the prime ministers, but also the economic ministers. And I think we have a lot to work with there, because we share a lot of our analysis, values and interests on this particular conflict.

Tommy KOH
TC start 20:09
And I think on that note, I wanted to turn back to Dominic. I think Ambassador has made clear a couple of the EU's priorities, how the EU would like to engage with ASEAN. Ambassador also talked about how the EU has a lot of resources that are being poured into the region. Do you have any asks of Ambassador Sujiro here, given that he is keen to step up engagements? 

Dominic IMPERIO
TC start 20:31
an FTA would really be good between the region, the two regions, because it will open a lot of opportunities. And as you know, ASEAN has already grown and is already quite mature. And so this is really going to be a very mutually beneficial arrangement for both regions to be able to do that. And aside from that, of course, to be more specific, the region ASEAN is still very new when it comes to AI adoption. So we would really want EU to be there to help support ASEAN, whether it's in capacity building or infrastructure or in investments, that will really help the region in being able to handle the emerging challenges. And on to other areas, of course, the issue on climate change and the environment and preservation of our natural resources. Those are still main issues that ASEAN is battling together, especially on the effects of climate change.


Tommy KOH
TC start 21:42
Ambassador, I wanted to wrap up this segment with your views on how the EU and its citizens think about ASEAN.  If you ask a typical EU citizen on the street, are they thinking about Asia? Are they thinking about ASEAN? How important is it that they do so? And what can we do to boost that visibility or that awareness if it's something that is important? Ambassador, over to you. 

Sujiro SEAM
TC start 22:08
That's a great question and I have to be frank and honest. Their main topic of preoccupation for European citizen is closer to Europe. Of course, they very much worry about the war in Ukraine, because it's on the continent they share, Europe. They also worry very much about the situation in the Middle East, because it has a direct impact on their everyday life, with the price of gasoline at the gas station. But the two crises that mentioned are of course, in the news. ASEAN is not so much in the news. And also, we have to focus on the positive agenda, what we have to gain of investing more in ASEAN. And there, it's very, very clear. Just to go through the topics which were mentioned by both Sharon and Dominique, trade. The European Union is ASEAN's third largest foreign trading partner and second largest foreign direct investor. In turn, ASEAN is also the third largest trade partner for the European Union outside of Europe. But you know that 70% of our trade is within Europe. When we look at investment, actually, what strikes me is that the investment from European Union companies in ASEAN, which represents a stock of 372 billion euros, is almost equivalent to the stock of investment from ASEAN-originated companies in Europe, which is 336 billion euros. So it's really a two-way street. And I think our citizens, they should realise that our prosperity is a mutual endeavour. It's not a one-way street. When we look at AI and the digital transition, it is one of the topics where we expect to make progress with a view to upgrading our partnership into a comprehensive trans-strategic partnership.

Short intro

(III) Looking Ahead – Challenges and Opportunities 

Tommy KOH
TC start 23.53
I wanted now to turn to the third segment of our conversation today, which is really around what comes next, and what we should pay attention to.
What are your views on how we can address ASEAN's challenges and the opportunities we have to do so in this year's Philippines chairship? 

Sharon SEAH
TC start 24:14
The challenges are never-ending. I think every chair begins the 1st of January with abated breath. What's going to happen this year? And you cross your fingers, and you just hope nothing major comes about. By the end of the year, when you hand over the baton, you know, breath of a sigh of relief, if nothing has gone too badly wrong. Since 2017, when the US-China trade war began, I think we've been rocked by multiple crises.  This year kind of started already on a bad note, with the attack on Venezuela, and then now Iran. But these are just headline events, because within ASEAN itself, there are so many undercurrent events that's happening. We've already talked about AI, the AI revolution, the kind of misinformation, disinformation campaigns that we're all exposed to. The rising inequalities, that's not talked about. I think that the Middle East crisis that we're experiencing right now is going to exacerbate so many of these inequalities, which have been sort of boiling under the surface for a long time. But I think within ASEAN, within the member states, there's now a quiet recognition that no matter come what may, everybody just support the mandate of the chair. The older member states, the five founding members, know this full well. Our former Foreign Minister S Rajaratnam talked about marrying the national thinking with the regional thinking, and he's very right. In doing this marrying, there will be a lot of pain, there will be sacrifices, but eventually you will see the fruits of your accommodation.

short intro 

Tommy KOH
TC start 26:00
I wanted to now kind of bring Dominic and Ambassador Sujiro into this conversation. And Dominic, we've heard from Sharon about some of the challenges, some of the, well, as she described it, the undercurrents that are happening in ASEAN.

Dominic IMPERIO
TC start 26:15
You know, each ASEAN country is different. It's depending on their situation, political situation, their economic standing and then how the country has progressed and how it is addressing its internal challenges. Those are all very different. But at the same time, since we now have this ASEAN as an organisation that really moves towards what is good for the region, not only for the individual member, but also for the region. So there is already that recognition.

Amb Sujiro SEAM
TC start 26:52
Well, you know, I mean, if you want results, and that's what governments and citizens expect of any endeavour.
If we engage with ASEAN and the European Union, we want results, we want outcomes, we want something concrete. So if you want results, it takes efforts and focus. And in the case of ASEAN, I think it's one of the weaknesses of the European Union. We need to be able to engage more at political level. Among the 11 dialogue partners of ASEAN, three do not have regular contacts at leaders level. That's the European Union, the United Kingdom and Canada. By nature, if we want a comprehensive strategic partnership, the word comprehensive means that we have to do a little bit of everything. But I tend to think that if we want concrete outcomes, we need to focus. And in this regard, it is very interesting that the European Union revised its Indo-Pacific strategy last October and we decided to focus on the three core areas of interest.
One is defence and security. It is clear that we live in a more dangerous world. We live in a world where there are more wars, so defence and security must be a priority.
Governments, the European Union, have the responsibility to protect their citizens. That's as simple as that. Second, it is about the green and the digital transition.
The European Union is not giving up on its green agenda. And like I said before, those of us who still believe this is the fight we're fighting for should continue, by all means, to cooperate on climate change, biodiversity, sustainable development, the fight against pollution. And third, we live in a world where trade and economic prices loom on the horizon. So the third area of concentration for the European Union strategy for the Pacific is trade and economic security. And when we discuss that the outcome of a chairship or a presidency for the European Union is very often on the unexpected, I think the major unexpected event at this beginning of 2026 is the strikes in Iran, the closure of the Strait of Hormuz, and the risks it entails for the global economy.

Short intro 

Tommy KOH
TC start 29:08
And I wanted to close today's conversation by offering each of our speakers an opportunity to make a call for action. I think we've definitely heard today that things can't just be about ideas, it cannot be about plans, but it really needs to be about what we can do in a very concrete manner. So if I could invite each of our speakers to share a call for action, what is your call to action to our listeners in Europe and in Asia to make the best use of the Philippines' 2026 chairmanship? Perhaps we can start with Ambassador, then we'll go to Dominic, then we'll have Sharon wrap us up. Ambassador, your call to action in a minute or two. 

Amb Sujiro SEAM 
TC start 29.50
let me just remind everyone that ASEAN and the European Union were built with the same purpose. It's to deliver peace and prosperity for their countries and their citizens.
And they are also built on the same basic assumption that we are stronger together than a team alone, that the collective outcome on ASEAN or the European Union level would be more than the sum of all the possible outcomes each of the member states could have achieved if they had worked separately. So it allows us to circle back to what Sharon started to develop, the awareness that there are some things which are better achieved at the national level, others at the regional level and for some at the global level. In the European Union, we very much recognise that. It's actually a principle which is included in our treaties, and we call it the principle of subsidiarity. 
 

Dominic IMPERIO
TC start 30:52
So you know, ASEAN and the EU, the relations have been quite long, and in fact, we'll celebrate 50 years of that relation next year. And so things are robust when it comes to the relations between the two regions. So now the challenge really is, how do we come up with concrete benefits to the people of ASEAN, but of both of EU and ASEAN? That's what we need to cooperate on, to be able to come up with something that is concrete and beneficial to our peoples in ASEAN and also in Europe. 

Tommy KOH
TC start 31:26
Sharon, you have the last word. 

Sharon SEAH
TC start 31:29
I want to use the three Cs. The first is cooperation, not conflict. And in that regard, I think the EU and ASEAN are very good partners, and we can certainly cooperate with each other to also minimise conflict within our regions. So while we cannot be physically connected, I want to see, my call to action is for us to be more connected over digital infrastructure, over trade, and over people-to-people connectivity.
And the last one is maintaining centrality, not just for ASEAN, I mean also centrality for the EU member states. So together, the two regions can form the backbone of what I would like to call the third nations, the bystander nations that actually just want to live in a peaceful community of nations.

Tommy KOH
TC start 32:14
Thank you everyone for joining us, and a big thank you to all three speakers. You have heard about three key pillars for the Philippines 2026 ASEAN Chairship, peace and security anchors, prosperity corridors and people empowerment. And with that, please join me in thanking Dominic, Sharon and Ambassador Sujiro for joining us on this afternoon's fourth episode of the Asia Europe Meeting Info Board podcast.

Thank you for joining us for this AIB podcast. Have a great rest of your day. Thank you very much to all the speakers.

((closing music))
