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(1) Background

The ASEM process began in March 1996 with the first Asia–Europe Meeting in

Bangkok. It brings together the Heads of State or Government of 10 Asian coun-

tries and of the 15 Member States of the EU, along with the President of the

European Commission. The initial Asia–Europe summit set in motion a process

involving summit-level meetings every second year, ministerial meetings in

between and more frequent meetings at the senior-official, working and expert

level.

The second ASEM summit was held in London in April 1998 and the third in

Seoul in October 2000. The fourth summit will be held in Denmark in

September 2002.

The core ministerial meetings of the ASEM process (foreign affairs, economics

and finance) normally take place every year; this year additional meetings of

ministers of science and technology, environment and migration have been

organised.

The ASEM process was founded on the mutual recognition, in Asia and in

Europe, that relations between our two regions needed to be strengthened, to

reflect the increased importance of Asia on the world stage. The ASEM process

reflects our evolution from an ‘aid and trade’ relationship, towards a more bal-

anced and equal partnership. The Commission had already pointed to the need

for a new partnership in its Asia strategy of July 1994, shortly before Singapore’s

suggestion in November 1994 that an Asia–Europe summit be considered. The

importance attached to ASEM has recently been confirmed in the ‘New Asia’

strategy, published in September 2001.

Key characteristics of the ASEM process include:

— its informality: policy-makers and officials are free to discuss political,

economic and social issues without the need to go ‘on record’, without the

obligation to negotiate; the priority is on dialogue to foster mutual under-

standing;

— its complementarity: issues of concern and interest to Asia and Europe should

be discussed from an inter-regional perspective, thereby not duplicating work

already being carried out in other forums;
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— its multidimensionality: human interests extend well beyond the economic

sphere, therefore ASEM deals with the full spectrum of relations between the

two regions;

— its emphasis on equal partnership, setting aside any ‘donor–recipient’ relation-

ship, overcoming historical colonial sentiments;

— its provision of a platform for meetings both at high level (Heads of State or

Government, ministers and officials), and with an increasing focus on foster-

ing people to people contacts, including all sectors of society.

(2) The process

Overall coordination of the ASEM process is in the hands of the foreign minis-

ters and their senior officials. These officials are assisted by the smaller group of

European and Asian coordinators (Presidency and Commission for the EU; one

representative each from South-East and North-East Asia, rotating every other

year). Coordinators meet as and when required (two or three times a year), sep-

arately for general/political matters and for economic matters.

ASEM partners

Asia: Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand,

Vietnam, China, Japan, Korea.

Europe: Member States of the European Union, European Commission.



Acronyms:
AEBF: Asia–Europe Business Forum
ASEF: Asia–Europe Foundation
EFEX: European financial expertise network 
IPAP: investment promotion action plan
IPR: intellectual property rights
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Key meetings within the ASEM process include the following:

— the senior officials’ meeting (SOM — foreign affairs) meets at least once a year

in addition to meetings on the eve of ministerial meetings. Management

issues, but also exchange of views on political issues, figure prominently on

the agendas;

— the senior officials’ meeting on trade and investment (SOMTI) provides the key

forum in which to address economic issues, including both the specific trade

facilitation and investment promotion action plans (TFAP and IPAP), as well

as permitting a useful informal dialogue on WTO issues and on other

economic matters;
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— senior officials of finance ministries (‘Finance deputies’) also meet from time

to time, while finance officials meet regularly at the working level in ‘core

group’ format on the margin of the World Bank/International Monetary

Fund spring and autumn meetings;

— the Asia–Europe Business Forum, a forum where the private and public sec-

tors meet to exchange views and debate issues in specific working groups has

been held annually since 1997. This provides an opportunity for the business

community to review issues relating to trade and investment matters, as well

as providing an important input to the official dialogue between economic

ministers in SOMTI, where business representatives are invited to attend.

�

�

�
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In addition to these ‘core’ meetings, a series of expert-level working groups has

been established, including:

— thematic meetings on trade issues such as standards, customs, intellectual

property rights, sanitary and phyto-sanitary standards, government procure-

ment, e-commerce etc, in the context of the trade facilitation action plan;

— regular meetings of an Investment Experts’ Group (IEG) in the context of the

investment promotion action plan, discussing both investment policy and

investment promotion issues;

— a number of meetings in the social and cultural field on issues as diverse as

child welfare, cultural heritage, participation of youth in society;
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— and a range of cultural and intellectual networking events arranged through

the Asia–Europe Foundation/ASEF (see below).

While ASEM remains an informal dialogue-based process, there are nevertheless

a small number of specific institutions or programmes which have been created

in response to summit decisions.

These include notably:

— the Asia–Europe Foundation (ASEF), a not-for-profit foundation established

in Singapore with the objective of promoting Asia–Europe exchanges in the

intellectual, social and cultural fields. Established in 1997, and funded by vol-

untary contributions from ASEM partners, ASEF has already implemented a

large number of seminars and symposia in these different fields. The EC is

the largest single contributor to ASEF’s budget, with a grant of EUR 3.5 mil-

lion (within total pledges of some EUR 21 million).

— the Asia–Europe Environment Technology Centre (AEETC), was instrumental

in launching the environmental cooperation in ASEM which has a huge

potential. After the cessation of its activities work continues through meetings

of environmental ministers, officials who also promote public participation.

— the ASEM trust fund, implemented by the World Bank, with the objective of

providing technical assistance and training in both the financial and social

sectors for Asian countries affected by the financial crisis. Established in June

1998, with an initial time frame of two years, the trust fund attracted pledges

of some EUR 42.0 million from ASEM partners (within which EUR 15.0 mil-

lion came from the EC, as the largest single contributor). Leaders agreed at the

third ASEM summit to an extension of the fund into a second phase. This is

complemented by a European financial expertise network (EFEX), operated by

the Commission in cooperation with Member-State authorities as a means of

increasing the share of European financial-sector expertise in such activities.

A comprehensive overview of ASEF activities can be found on their web

site (http://www.asef.org/)

Full details of trust fund activities can be found on 

a web site established by the World Bank

(http://www.worldbank.org/rmc/asem/asem.htm)
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Outside the official ASEM framework, an ‘unofficial ASEM’ has also come into

being, with meetings of Asian and European non-governmental organisations

(NGOs) on the margins of all summits, drawing their inspiration from the offi-

cial summits but establishing their own agenda and networks.

A Dutch NGO (TNI) has established an ASEM-related web site

(http://www.tni.org/asia)
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The unofficial rulebook of the ASEM process is the Asia–Europe cooperation

framework (AECF) adopted at the London Summit, setting out certain key

objectives, priorities and procedures for the ASEM process, and providing a sim-

ple and practical coordination mechanism. This was updated into AECF 2000 at

the Seoul Summit which added significant new commitments on good gover-

nance, human rights and the rule of law, and which will steer the ASEM process

during the next decade.

(http://europa.eu.int/

comm/external_relations/asem/asem_process/aecf_2000.htm)
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(3) Achievement and issues

Measured against the spirit of its commitments to partnership and dialogue set

out at the inaugural Bangkok Summit, there is little doubt that the ASEM

process has been a success. This was clearly shown in the discussions at the

London Summit, on the Asian financial crisis and other broad issues, where the

free exchange of views led to very open dialogue between European and Asian

Heads of State or Government. At the third summit in Seoul there were sub-

stantial commitments to strengthen the political dialogue including specific

undertakings to promote and protect human rights (including the right to

development and fundamental freedoms) and to address issues of global con-

cern such as managing migratory flows, transnational crime including smug-

gling and exploitation of migrants, people trafficking and the sexual exploitation

of women and children. On the economic front leaders agreed to intensify

efforts to launch a new WTO round and to promote networking and exchanges

amongst researchers in science and technology.

In the social and cultural field, there were specific initiatives for promoting mutu-

al awareness including enhancing inter-university cooperation and electronic

networking between schools as well as exploring scope for mutual recognition of

degrees and professional qualifications, and significantly increasing student

exchanges. Leaders also acknowledged the significance of the first inter-Korean

summit held in June 2000 and issued a separate declaration on the subject.
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(4) The future of ASEM

The fourth ASEM summit, in Copenhagen in September 2002, will aim to focus

discussions on a few key issues and to increase the informality of exchanges and

streamline the work of ASEM. Issues suggested for the agenda include the new

international security situation, with terrorism as a focal point, regional eco-

nomic and financial priorities in the context of the global economic situation, as

well as discussions on culture and civilisation.

See also:  

http://europa.eu.int/

comm/external_relations/asem/asem_process/calendar1.htm



ASEM in the regional context 
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Vision of ASEM leaders on the Asia–Europe relationship:

‘ASEM leaders envisage Asia and Europe as an area of peace and shared devel-

opment with common interests and aspirations such as upholding the purpos-

es and principles of the UN Charter, respect for democracy, the rule of law,

equality, justice and human rights, concern for the environment and other

global issues, eradication of poverty, protection of cultural heritage and the

promotion of intellectual endeavours, economic and social development,

knowledge and educational resources, science and technology, commerce,

investment and enterprise. To this end, Asia and Europe, building a compre-

hensive and future-oriented partnership, should work together to address chal-

lenges and to translate them into common opportunities. They should in par-

ticular be addressed through our dialogue and joint endeavours in relation to

political, economic, and social, cultural and educational issues. ASEM partners

also recognise the need to work together in addressing the new challenges posed

by, among other things, globalisation, information technology, e-commerce

and the new economy.’

Asia–Europe cooperation framework (AECF 2000), paragraph 5.

Extract from the updated Asia strategy ‘Europe and Asia: 

A strategic framework for enhanced partnerships’, 

published 4 September 2001:

‘The Commission has emphasised the importance which it attaches to the

ASEM process, and the scope which it offers for enhancing Asia–Europe dia-

logue and cooperation on a basis of equal partnership and mutual respect. The

ASEM process has offered an excellent example of inter-regional cooperation,

and we will continue to work to ensure that it can make progress in each of its

‘three pillars’ (political, economic and social). In particular, we should draw

fully on ASEM’s potential as a forum for an informal exchange of views pro-

moting increased understanding and enhanced cooperation, and to use this to

build concrete achievements in the various priority areas identified in the

Asia–Europe cooperation framework adopted at the Seoul Summit. ASEM also

offers an important opportunity to strengthen and broaden public engagement

in Asia–Europe relations, and we should encourage parliamentary and civil

society participation in this process.’
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President Romano Prodi at the opening ceremony of the third

ASEM summit in Seoul, October 2000:

‘I think ASEM has already proved its worth through the extensive networks at

all levels which it has helped to create. This process should help us to better

address the common challenge of preserving peace and enhance prosperity in a

world characterised by accelerating change and interdependence. I am con-

vinced that we could not have chosen a better venue for such an endeavour.’

17



18

Chairman’s statement of the sixth Asia–Europe Business Forum,

Singapore, October 2001:

‘All delegates expressed the urgent need for a closer relationship and cooperation

between Asia and Europe at both business and government level, so as to

strengthen the capacity of ASEM economies to cope with the global economic

downturn.’

Competition Logo ASEM!

The Asia Europe Foundation (ASEF) is organising a competition for an

official ASEM logo expressing the Asia meets Europe theme open

exclusively to joint teams from Asia and Europe.

For details see: http://www.asef.org 
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