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DR. HOFMEISTER: It is a pleasure for me to be here at the Australian Institute of International Affairs. As AIIA’s Executive Director, Ms Melissa Conley Tyler, mentioned, last year we started the cooperation between the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Australian Institute of International Affairs. Together we organised a joint event on the G20 in Jakarta in May. 

As regards the Asia-Europe Meeting, I would first like to underline that since its establishment in 1996, ASEM has evolved as Europe’s main multilateral channel of communication with Asia. Under the label of ASEM since 1996 there have been a growing number of bilateral meetings. This year, for instance, there will be no less than 50 official meetings between Asia and Europe.

This is the proper purpose of ASEM; bringing together people from Asia and Europe. 

So in formal ways we can admit that ASEM has been a success story. It has been a very active meeting point between the two continents. Later this year the eighth ASEM Summit will be held in Brussels, during which ASEM will be extended by three new members. They will not be admitted as full members, but nobody doubts that they will eventually be integrated as full members into the ASEM process. They are Australia, New Zealand and Russia. 

All of these countries are entering on the ticket of Asia. The agreement is that the European side will be composed only of the members of the European Union. All new members of the EU since 1996 have been automatically integrated into the ASEM process. The EU does not accept non-EU members States and therefore Russia had to come in through the Asia side.

If you take only these numbers and official statements, we can say that ASEM is a positive project. Nevertheless, we can also observe that many people within Europe and Asia don’t have any idea of what ASEM represents. They don’t see that ASEM is bringing fruits and offering services. Even many German and European parliamentarians do not know a great deal about ASEM.

With a view to the next ASEM Summit in Brussels. One of the questions to be discussed is can ASEM develop from an informal dialogue platform to a form where hard core agreements on essential issues on the bilateral agenda can be negotiated? This is the demand of some observers and even member States of ASEM.

Another question is which institutional arrangements are desirable and foreseeable to improve the working methods of ASEM. This question on how to improve ASEM’s structures has been discussed very intensively in the context of the preparations for the next Summit.

I will refer only to three points: One is to the Asia-Europe relations in the context of ASEM, then something on the European foreign policy-making process because it is very important to understand the European behaviour in the context of ASEM, and finally the questions I have already mentioned.

The first summit of ASEM in 1996 was a big success. It took place in Bangkok and offered different opportunities for the Europeans after years and decades of minor interest in Asia. Now the Europeans could demonstrate a concentrated interest in Asia and a common commitment of their joint political leaders. This was something new.

I cannot refer to the history of Asia-Europe relations, but I can say there was not much activity up to 1996. In that year the Europeans wanted to destroy the image of the Fortress of Europe, which was strongly influencing the perception of Europe from the outside.

You may remember that after the fall of the Berlin Wall and changes in the international system, the Europeans were very busy with the integration of new members and also feared the waves of immigration. So there were some fears outside Europe that the Europeans were trying the construct a fortress. 

The Bangkok meeting was useful for the Europeans leaders to show that this was not the case from the Europeans’ point of view. They could also demonstrate their willingness to make Europe a global actor. After the Maastricht Treaty the Europeans wanted to show that they were not only an economic giant, but that they wanted to participate more actively in international politics and especially with emerging countries.

So the ASEM summit served for the Europeans to demonstrate their willingness to act on the international stage, not least – and this would be interesting for Australia – the first ASEM summit also served to contest the new APEC initiative, the new engagement of the United States in the Asia-Pacific, which had provided some worries.

So the Bangkok meeting was very successful. It was a broad discussion and not only on economic issues – the Europeans initially wanted to concentrate ASEM more on political issues but Singapore, which had initiated the process, insisted that the agenda should be open to other issues. Finally the Europeans appreciated that and since then there have been three pillars - economic, political and social and cultural. The Bangkok Summit showed the capacity to come to some real agreements. 

After Bangkok there was a working agenda and some concrete projects have been organised – an ASEM Foundation, an ASEM Business Forum as well as technology cooperation. Then there were the meetings each year on a broad range of issues of interest for both sides.

Even so, on the European side the initial enthusiasm cooled. The Asian crisis of the late 1990s which reduced economic prospects, produced a European reaction which was not considered as very helpful by the Asians. In some discussions even today the Europeans are remembered for their behaviour at that time.

The discussion on human rights became very complicated, especially after the integration of Myanmar to the ASEAN community. The Europeans initially rejected the participation of Myanmar, although there was an agreement to respect the decisions of each side on whom to integrate. Finally the Asian States agreed that Myanmar would be presented at a lower level in the ASEM meetings. 

Also, internal challenges for the EU consumed a lot of energy among European leaders, with the result that the leaders did not give as much attention to the ASEM process as was initially hoped by the Asian leaders.

There were improvements in bilateral relations between individual countries in Asia and Europe, especially China. In this context there was competition among European countries in economic and political issues, and this also contributed to the process of retarding the development of ASEM from a European perspective.

We can observe contradictory situations where on the one hand there was an improvement in Asia-Europe relations in the last 15 years. Even if we cannot attribute all the positive developments during this time to ASEM, it is appropriate to say that the growing number of activities and initiatives in the context of ASEM, contributed not in a minor way to a common European articulation towards Asia and also to a common learning process within Europe about Asia.

The ASEM countries are today the main economic partners of the EU. In 2009 ASEM’s share of European exports was 20 per cent and 33 per cent of the imports into Europe came from ASEM countries. A total of 16 per cent of the ASEM countries’ exports went to Europe and 12 per cent of their imports came from Europe. All in all ASEM as a whole is the main trade partner for Europe and vice versa. 

On the other hand there seems to be a lack of interest and support of the ASEM process by the Europeans, and this was commented on by the Asians. This lack of support is attributed of European Ministers in Ministerial meetings. Last year a Foreign Ministers Meeting in Hanoi was practically without European Foreign Ministers, while the Asia sides always show up with their Ministers. Obviously the Asians are not very happy about this. The Europeans send their bureaucrats to attend these meetings.  

So these critical impressions are widely quoted, and Asian countries are hoping that the Europeans will show a little more engagement and interest.

With regard to the European situation we have to consider one special aspect – how European foreign policy is made. It is a mixture between nation State activities and common activities and nobody knows exactly when the nation State activities are in the forefront and when the EU takes the dominant role. 

Now at the EU level we have the new High Representative on Foreign and Security Affairs who is creating the European External Action Service, so it is very difficult to say what part of European-Asian politics is belonging to the EU as a unity and what part is the result of actions by the individual member States.

In principle the High Representative on Foreign Affairs should coordinate external relations, but it is not clearly defined what areas of external relations; there are some aspects that are clearly EU and others that obviously are maintained  by the individual member States.

The EU has a whole body of bureaucrats and infrastructure to attend to relations with ASEM and it seems to me at least that European leaders are happy that the EU Commission have a working structure on ASEM with some functions and they can leave it in the hands of their staffs. 

At the EU side, the EU Commission coordinates the ASEM activities. In Asia there is no similar structure to deal with the Europeans. Asian politics is not coordinated like European politics, so for Asian countries, ASEM is a kind of a coordinating body. 

My guess is that the situation will not improve, at least in the short term because the Europeans will be quite busy in the next six months with the construction and establishment of the new Foreign Affairs Service, so the leaders will not have so much time to attend to the ASEM initiatives.

Then there is the question of whether ASEM should get a new structure or new institutions. This is a question that is very intensively discussed in the preparation of ASEM processes. Here, my guess is that the Europeans will not want to create another formal structure because we Europeans already have the EU Commission which is doing the job. 

So we will have to see how these institutional procedures and questions will be resolved. 

If ASEM is not living up to all its expectations, maybe we have to reduce our expectations and then we can recognise that ASEM is offering a reasonable service to the relations between Asia and Europe.

Thank you. 

YEO LAY HWEE: I was asked to speak from a Singaporean perspective. I have to clarify that I do not come from the Government, but I have been involved in the ASEM process even before it was officially established. 

I have been looking at ASEAN-EU relations and how Asia-Europe relations can be revitalised in some way. ASEM was conceived in 1994, right after the Word Economic Forum when there was much talk about the rise of Asia. 

In the early 1990s you will remember the euphoria about the East Asian economic miracle and then the world was seen as having three engines of growth – East Asia, North America and Western Europe. 

The idea for ASEM was conceived with the strategic undertone of the need to connect Asia with Europe, the need to have this triangle supporting the global economic order. It was felt then that there were very close ties between Europe and America, through NATO and generally good transatlantic partnerships and there were also supposedly a lot of linkages between East Asia and America through APEC and various bilateral relations. It was conceived that the missing link was between Asia and Europe.

Europe used to be the colonial master of Asia; many European countries were imperial powers, but after the post war decolonisation process it was seen that Europe had withdrawn politically, although they were always there economically through investments; the British companies continued to be very active in Singapore for instance, French and German companies were there.

But politically it was seen as a withdrawal and hence in Asia we have always looked upon the United States as our key strategic partner. So the idea was that we should bring back Europe to Asia and close this weak link in the triangle to have a stable relationship. The idea that a triangle provides stability comes from Singapore where we have many engineers and in an engineering context a triangle is very stable. Of course in social relations or psychology that might not be true. 

So the idea was that we should close this missing link between Asia and Europe and hence when it was conceived we had a very modest objective – to reconnect Asia and Europe; the political symbolism was there – Asia was rising and Europe recognised that. There was a need for them to meet and rediscover each other. They had, of course, met much earlier, but as unequal partners – imperial masters and colonies. So there was this new political symbolism of Asia and Europe as equal partners. 

Singapore is a very small country. For small countries multilateral forums can be very useful, because then we at least can have our voice heard as an equal. ASEM was conceived during the time, in the 1990s when there was a lot of faith in international institutions and the role they could play in supporting global governance. This was because of globalisation, interdependence – you need to create these kinds of multilateral forums for dialogue in order to support global governance.

That was the reason why Singapore in the 1990s supported the creation of a lot of this inter-regional dialogue. It wasn’t just ASEM, we also came up with the idea of a forum for East Asia and Latin America Cooperation; we also seeded the idea of an Asia-Middle East dialogue. This was also because as a small country we wanted to participate in multilateral forums in order to make sure our voice is heard. 

So that is how ASEM came about. We have heard Dr Hoffmeister giving you the background to ASEM, with the first meeting taking place in 1996. It is, in many ways, still very much a meeting and a summit-driven process. It doesn’t have many institutions apart from the Asia-Europe Foundation that is based in Singapore where we provided the building and came up with seed money.

The aim of the Asia-Europe Foundation is to promote cultural, intellectual and people-to-people exchanges. When you look at the number of Asian students going to America and then the number who go to Europe you see the need to re-engage and rediscover each other - the Foundation promotes this. 

Beyond ASEF, which is in a sense the most concrete manifestation of the ASEM process, ASEM is really a series of meetings with the main one being the summit, held every two years. Since 1996 we have had seven summit meetings, alternating between Asian and European cities. The eighth summit will be on 4 and 5 October in Brussels, because of the Belgium Presidency of the EU.

So it is a very summit-driven process and we can say that since its launch in 1996 it has involved a lot of meetings, some involving Ministers, other Government officials, technical experts, working groups. There was even an attempt to have an investment promotion plan and trade facilitation action plan. 

So there were all these meetings where experts looked at ways of increasing trade and investment between Asia and Europe. You look at trade and investment between Asia and Europe and of course it has increased tremendously since the 1990s, but you cannot directly attribute that to ASEM because the fact is that the Asian economies are growing, and European businesses are looking for opportunities and profit means they would have to come to Asia.

There are now more tourists from Asia coming to Europe. Is that because of ASEM – or simply because Asians are now richer and are finding new places to go.

We can say that ASEM has, in some ways, created awareness. There will be some who disagree, saying they have never heard of ASEM, so how could it have had an impact? My point is that it is going to be hard to judge the direct impact of ASEM.

What is ASEM in a nutshell? I will say it is a talk-shop. I don’t think the politicians will tell you otherwise, but sometimes it is important for politicians to show they are interested and they need to talk about it. Talk-shops do serve a purpose for political leaders. 

ASEM was not set up as a problem-solving forum. It is more about information-sharing. The whole premise for its creation is that we don’t know each other very well; there has been a disconnect after decolonisation, so Asia and Europe need to rediscover and find out more about each other, understand each other’s problems, understand the developments within the EU allay Asians’ fears of a Fortress Europe.

So we need to talk and share information and understand what is happening in each other’s region. ASEM is also a forum to explore our positions on various issues – human rights and so on – but not for negotiating. Negotiations can take place in other forums, such as the World Trade Organisation.

The core idea for ASEM is that hopefully after talking and creating mutual awareness and understanding, we can develop cooperation and other concrete action in other forums. In short, ASEM can be used to explore the positions and members can then, based on understanding of each other’s interests, develop cooperation in other multilateral or bilateral forums. However, this far, we have not been very successful, because we can talk but we can’t reach a consensus.

When ASEM started it had 26 members, now it has grown to 45 and in October, when Australia, New Zealand and Russia join, it will have 48 members. When you have all these world leaders gathering, of course they need to be able to say having come to the summit and caused all the disruption to, in this case, the daily lives of Belgians, what do we get out of it?

It is natural that this question will be asked, particularly in democracies where you have a free media. For people like us, the academics, we also want to know what all these meetings produce, what kind of results.

So far it has been very modest. I was involved in an evaluation of the ASEM process when it was 10 years old in 2006. It was commissioned by the Japanese and Finnish Ministries of Foreign Affairs, in preparation for the sixth summit. We had a team of researchers from Europe and Asia. One of our findings was as follows:

“In the evaluation study of ASEM we noted that while the ASEM process has helped improve dialogue between Asia and Europe on a wide range of issues, the dialogue, while broad, has not been deep.”

So we have had a broad dialogue, but we have not really deepened the dialogue to become much more frank with each other. In some ways there have been slight improvements, because if you look at human rights issues when we first started we refused to talk about Myanmar. At least now we are talking about it and Asian leaders are beginning to take a much less defensive attitude when it comes to discussing the situation in Myanmar.

The dialogue process has remained shallow – that was our evaluation in 2006, staying at the information-sharing level and has not developed into substantive cooperation. But the report, being diplomatic, was also quick to add that ASEM should be viewed in the long-term perspective.

When you are talking about cultivating relationships in the broad sense, you need to take a very long-term view. The dialogue in various areas – official summits and all the different conferences and workshops - are building blocks towards a greater partnership.

But there is also the recognition that after 10 years of dialogue people do start to expect some concrete deliverables. How do you strike that balance and try to convince taxpayers and people who have to endure the disruptions in their lives that we need these kinds of talk shops? You must be able to demonstrate the good ideas that are initiated in these talk shops can be developed further and turned into concrete projects and cooperation in other forums. .

So we recognise it is necessary to deliver on some kind of tangible achievements and benefits in order to get people to continue to support ASEM. 

Thank you for listening to me.

DAVID DALY: It is a privilege to be here today to speak on such a distinguished international panel. We have heard a lot already and I will cut through some of my prepared statement. 

We have heard that the Asia-Europe Meeting is a vital forum for dialogue between Europe and Asia. ASEM came about because of the mutual recognition in Asia and Europe that the relationship between the two regions needed to be strengthened. This was in the context of the 1990s and the overall assessment of policy made in the run-up to the new millennium.

The European Commission has been very active in this regard, with the publication in 1994 of a communication towards a new strategy for Asia which stressed the importance of strengthening the relationship with Asia and its political, economic and cultural significance. 

In November 1994 Singapore and France proposed that an EU-Asia summit meeting be held to consider how to build a new partnership between our two regions. Following this proposal the first ASEM Summit was held in Bangkok in March 1996. Its success was such that since then ASEM has been the main multilateral channel for communication and dialogue between Asia and Europe and one of the four coordinators for ASEM, the European Commission, has continued its strong role.

ASEM involves virtually the whole of Asia and Europe. The 45 ASEM partners represent half of the world’s GDP, almost 60 per cent of the world’s population and 60 per cent of global trade. We have heard about the summits that are held every two years. These bring forward the ASEM agenda. The seventh ASEM Summit in Beijing allowed dialogue amongst the 45 leaders on how to deal with the global financial and economic crisis, on energy security on sustainable development and on climate change.

The next summit, the eighth, to be held this year in Brussels will have the theme Improving the Quality of Life. However, ASEM is not confined to the summit meetings of leaders. It is a constant dialogue between Asian and European governments. Between summits many intergovernmental ASEM meetings maintain forward momentum. Meetings, various sectoral dialogues, addressing global issues of common concerns and these are supported by regular meetings of senior officials.

Apart from the official meetings nearly 100 initiatives have been implemented over the past decade, including numerous expert-level thematic working meetings and symposia, often involving the business community and civil society groups of the two regions. The subjects covered have extended from the initial emphasis on economic cooperation to include human rights, the rule of law, global health issues, sustainable development and intercultural and interfaith dialogues.

To prepare for the eighth ASEM Summit in Brussels the Commission organised a public conference on Europe-Asia Interregional Relations in July. Experts, policy thinkers academia, civil society, press and private consultancies engaged in debate on the key issues confronting Europe and Asia. 

ASEM brings together educators and researchers. One key achievement of ASEM is the Trans-Eurasia Information Network, the first large-scale research and education network connecting regional researchers in Asia and Europe. 

ASEM bring together other non-governmental stakeholders: lawmakers, businesses, civil society at the Asia Europe People’s Forum, the Asia Europe Parliamentary Partnership and the Asia Europe Business Forum which are held every two years alongside the ASEM Summits. ASEM bring together the peoples of Europe and Asia through the Asia-Europe Foundation funded by ASEM partners which promotes understanding and collaboration between the peoples. 

ASEM potentially covers all issues of public concern in Asia and Europe; it has provided a dialogue platform to address political, economic and social cultural issues. As an informal process of dialogue based on equal partnership and enhancing mutual understanding, ASEM can facilitate and stimulate progress in other bilateral and multilateral forums.

ASEM has notably contributed to improving global governance, the international security environment, managing globalisation and its effects and has enhanced inter-regional and international business frameworks. ASEM has also served as a cultural dialogue facilitator and helped to increase mutual understanding through people-to-people contacts. 

We have heard Dr Yeo speak of this and put into question whether this broad dialogue is perhaps too shallow or not deep enough or whether this broad dialogue has an input into the other meetings which we have. 

The past decade has also seen ASEM move beyond dialogue to substantive cooperation where opportunities exist. The ASEM-Asian Financial Crisis Response Trust Fund was set up in response to the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997-99 to provide technical advice and training on financial sector and social policy reforms and helped to bring about a rapid recovery.

The Trans-Eurasia Information Network provides a dedicated high-capacity network linking the research and education networks of Asia and Europe, making possible many interregional and intraregional collaborative projects. For example, cooperation on medical training has brought tangible benefits to the populations of both regions. In addition, the ASEM Investment Online and ASEM Investment Promotion Action Plan have helped to enhance two-way investment flows. 

As we have heard from previous speakers, it is not always possible to accurately delineate cause and effect in this area and say that the increased investment flows have definitely come due to this particular initiative. But equally it is clear that initiatives such as these help in this regard.

ASEM is not a substitute for other bilateral or multilateral forums involving Asia and Europe, but it facilitates and stimulates progress in other settings. ASEM enhances synergies in Asia-Europe relations and complements other levels of relations between the two regions. For example, the ASEM summits offer excellent opportunities for bilateral meetings to take place in parallel and the first summit between the EU of China took place before the opening of the ASEM II Summit. 

EU-China, EU-Republic of Korea summits were held in Helsinki in September 2006, before the ASEM VI Summit. The upcoming Brussels Summit is also important in terms of membership since Australia, Russia and New Zealand will all attend and contribute to the working of the summit. The representatives attended the July conference, setting the scene for the summit. The final modalities of membership are yet to be worked out, but this is an important development, notably in terms of Australian foreign policy. 

Having been excluded by the Asia side in the early stages of the ASEM process, Australia and New Zealand can now look forward to enjoying membership of the body as indeed does Russia.

On that point I will bring my remarks to a close. Thank you

SOPHIE HOTTAT: I will be brief because talking after such excellent speakers who have said everything on the subject will be a hard task so I prepared a PowerPoint presentation.

Just to remind you why we are hosting the next ASEM meeting – it is the rotating EU presidency and Belgium currently holds this. 

As background I have brought some reading for you on the Belgian Presidency. We are implementing the Lisbon Treaty which is considerably changing the way EU external services function. 

The major event of the Belgian Presidency is the ASEM 8 Summit. However, this summit will be a huge congestion problem. If you want to go on holiday in Belgium in early October I would really recommend that you avoid Brussels on 4 and 5 October unless you want to see ASEM in progress.

We are quite used to such meetings in Brussels and I participated in a similar large international conference when we had the presidency of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe, and I can assure you, it is awful. 

We are talking about 48 Heads of State; at this stage not all Heads of State have confirmed their participation, but nearly all Asian States have confirmed. Australia hasn’t, obviously, but we expect high-level participation from it. It is a great opportunity to have the three new member countries joining. 

The ASEM meeting is a not confrontation between the two groups; between the EU as a block and the Asian countries. It is really a country-to-country dialogue and when it comes to sitting around the table it is just in alphabetical order. It is dialogue and interaction. 

Dr Hoffmeister also pointed out that there are many events and conferences at every possible level all the year round. 

The program is quite heavy for the Heads of State during the summit. There will be a lot of discussion, talks, receptions, dinners and breakfast. The meeting itself will take place at the Royal Palace. The King has agreed to share it and will host a reception for participating members. There are salons where bilateral meetings will take place. 

There are many parallel events as well and those are also part of the ASEM process. It is a way to get away from the Ministerial and summit aspects and to touch the larger public. 

The most important thing we are organising during the Belgian Presidency is an exhibition, A Passage to Asia, which is apparently - because I have only seen it on the internet - very good with pieces of art coming from all Asian countries apart from the new member States, showing the exchanges between Asia and Europe and reminding Europeans of these exchanges over many decades. It is a practical way of touching the broader population.

Another parallel event is the Asia-Europe Parliamentary Partnership, which will be having its sixth summit. There will also be eighth Asia-Europe People’s Forum Summit, so you see that everybody can be involved at one level or another. It is not only Ministers. 

We also have the Asia-Europe Business Forum, a little bit like what is happening at the APEC Summit. Also a good opportunity for interaction and to be able to understanding of each other. 

I hope I have given you an insight into just what Australia is joining; and what your contribution could be in this incremental and dramatic process.

Thank you.    

