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4 Introduction

The European Union (EU) and the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) are set to resume negotiations in 
2022 aiming at an inter-regional Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 
suspended in 2009 (Arunmas, 2021). This revived process is 
taking place as a response to the emerging geopolitical and 
geoeconomic situation in the Indo-Pacific. For the EU aspi-
ring to become a global geopolitical player, this trade partner-
ship with ASEAN will give access to the fifth largest economic 
bloc in the world with more than USD 3 trillion in GDP and 660 
million potential customers (ASEAN Secretariat, 2021). For 
ASEAN, a deeper trade engagement with a group of count-
ries that is ASEAN’s third largest trading partner and exter-
nal source of Foreign Direct Investment (ASEAN Secretariat, 
2022) would significantly boost its economy. The agreement 
would also strengthen the partnership between the two re-
gions following their long engagement since establishing a 
dialogue in 1977, the establishment of the Asia-Europe Mee-
ting (ASEM) in 1996 and a ‘Strategic Partnership’ between the 
two in 2020.

Nevertheless, the pathway to such an outcome is paved with 
numerous obstacles around standards and values that invol-
ve the interconnected matters of geopolitics, regionalism, 
technical trade issues and human rights considerations. The 
ongoing Russia-Ukraine War has also diverted the EU’s atten-
tion and resources away from the region. This policy paper 
assesses these four issues against both regions’ aim of stri-
king a deal on trade as a foundation for deeper cooperation 
and develops recommendations for the EU to increase its 
engagement towards ASEAN and SEA. It is primarily infor-
med by the expert analysis emerging from the Conference 
‘EU-ASEAN Relations in Light of the War in Ukraine’, co-con-
vened by Asia Centre and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation 
Regional Office for Southeast and East Asia on 17 June 2022. 
Facts and dates are further supplemented by desk research 
of primary and secondary sources from ASEAN and the EU, 
international organisations, media and think-tank reports. 

Introduction

1. Geopolitical Tensions and the EU’s Role
With China’s increasingly assertive approach in the South 
China Sea and the US’ active military engagements with the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue and AUKUS, its security pact 
with Australia and the UK, international attention now centres 
around the long-term geopolitical tensions in the Indo-Pacific 
area. Throughout the conference, expert analysis urged the 
EU to actively take part in regional affairs, pointing to the EU’s 
own strategic document emphasising EU-ASEAN cooperation 
as well as the Indo-Pacific Strategy documents of France and 
Germany. Taken together, these three documents, many argu-
ed, formalise the call for greater European engagement on pea-
ce and security in the Indo-Pacific. For ASEAN, they noted, the 
region has seen intensified US-China competition which poses 
a direct challenge to ASEAN Centrality in regional affairs. 

The ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) which was ad-
opted at the 34th ASEAN Summit in 2019 stressed: inclusive 
cooperation of stakeholders in the region, the need for conti-
nued ASEAN-led community building and fostering ‘strategic 
trust’ through reinforcement of the principles of the Treaty of 
Amity and Cooperation and ‘promoting their application in the 
conduct of relations between states in a wider Indo-Pacific re-
gion’. Fast forward to 2022, the priority areas include climate 
change, connectivity, economic cooperation, maritime securi-
ty and SDGs – areas of discussion that need more attention 
in the context of the ASEAN-EU dialogues. It was suggested 
that a more integrated relationship with the EU would afford 
ASEAN a ‘third pole’ to hedge its bets. Conference speakers 
noted that it is in this backdrop that an EU-ASEAN FTA is back 
on the negotiating table. The FTA would reduce ASEAN and EU 

dependency on the two 21st century economic giants. It also 
diversifies the risks rising from the potential economic decou-
pling between China and the United States – risk heightened 
from trade tensions and supply-chain disruptions following the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Experts pointed out that EU and ASEAN, however, must recog-
nize the restrictions of European Indo-Pacific strategies: the 
unclear extent to which economic diversification would play 
out as both blocs will have to decrease economic dependence 
on the great powers in addition to expanding economic trade 
with each other; the shortcoming of political will and commit-
ment from EU members who do not see strategic importance 
of Southeast Asia; and the EU’s limited military power projec-
tion. Moreover, fixating on the war in Ukraine, EU leaders will 
inevitably divert their attention and resources to Europe. These 
could significantly impact the trade deal process and stall fur-
ther negotiations.

https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2190479/asean-eu-free-trade-deal-negotiations-set-to-resume
https://www.aseanstats.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/ASEAN-KEY-FIGURES-2021-FINAL-1.pdf
https://asean.org/our-communities/economic-community/integration-with-global-economy/asean-eu-economic-relation/#:~:text=In%202019%2C%20the%20EU%20was,10%25%20of%20ASEAN's%20total%20trade.
https://asean.org/our-communities/economic-community/integration-with-global-economy/asean-eu-economic-relation/#:~:text=In%202019%2C%20the%20EU%20was,10%25%20of%20ASEAN's%20total%20trade.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52015JC0022#:~:text=The%20EU%20has%20a%20strategic,East%20Asian%20Nations%20(ASEAN).&text=with%20its%20own%20integration%20is,on%20regional%20and%20global%20challenges.
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/7_visuel_indo_pacifique_anglais_0_cle8eea15.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/2380514/f9784f7e3b3fa1bd7c5446d274a4169e/200901-indo-pazifik-leitlinien--1--data.pdf
https://asean.org/asean2020/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf


52. Regional Integration

There was broad agreement that an FTA with the EU would 
set ASEAN towards becoming a more interconnected and 
stronger trading bloc. Not only would this move be beneficial 
for ASEAN to stand ground in its objectives and aims amidst 
tensions in the Indo-Pacific, speakers from the conference 
also noted that the FTA would align well with a theme of the 
EU foreign policy: the promotion of regional integration. Cen-
tral to this thinking is the tenet that the EU’s cooperation with 
a like-minded bloc would bring peace and prosperity to both. 

Throughout the relations, the EU, by means of soft power, has 
aimed to convince ASEAN to deepen its regional integration. 
It has led by example to incentivise ASEAN as a bloc to pur-
sue the EU’s successful economic model: ASEAN FTA was 
established in 1993 and proceeded to become ASEAN Eco-
nomic Community (AEC) in 2015, thanks in part to EU norm 
diffusion. As part of this effort, the view expressed at the con-
ference was that the ASEAN-EU FTA can potentially set aside 
internal differences with ASEAN and see both blocs working 
under the same standards on customs, dispute settlement as 
well as environment and labour regulations. In this way, every 
ASEAN member could share the same standard as the EU, 

and technical barriers within the region would be lifted. This 
could also spur the lessening of border restrictions to accom-
modate the movements of goods and people. 

Concluding the FTA would boost intra-regional integration. 
ASEAN can utilise the FTA as a stepping stone to enhance 
the ASEAN Common Market to the next stage – the Single 
Market – in which the people of ASEAN could enjoy the free-
dom of movement of goods, capital, services, and workers. 
A common idea of a ‘ASEAN citizenship’, aspired by ASEAN 
leaders, as noted by Abhisit Vejjajiva, the former Prime Mi-
nister of Thailand during the first FTA negotiation process, 
during the conference, would also take root. This is however, 
a goal that is far away. Despite the limited success of Sout-
heast Asian regionalism, aspirations to go beyond a common 
market and reach the European level of economic integration 
are constrained when the principles of non-interference and 
consensual decision-making remain intact. The EU should 
therefore position the FTA as vital to integration, not only with 
the European market, but for ASEAN themselves to be more 
interconnected.

2. Regional Integration

3. Trading Arrangement Challenges
Despite promises of prosperity and strategic gains, there still 
remains overdue technical disagreements which have ground 
the FTA negotiations to a halt. Speakers pointed to the issue 
of deforestation and its impact on climate change in the palm 
oil industry in Southeast Asia as a major point of contention. 
Civil society groups in the EU were influential in steering the 
EU policy into discouraging importing palm oil. Malaysia and 
Indonesia criticised this stance as palm oil is a fragile sector 
in their countries, and accepting the deal would lead to inter-
nal political implications. According to conference speakers, 
this points to political buy-in of concerned government aut-
horities: the EU’s version of the FTA includes matters that 
could be politically sensitive and therefore loses the support 
of some ASEAN countries. Such disagreements have caused 
both the EU and ASEAN to miss out the opportunity to maxi-
mise trade between the two regions.

When compared to other trade agreements in the region, the 
ASEAN-EU FTA has more rigid criterias and broader condi-
tions. ASEAN-China FTA and the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP), hence, are understood as a 
‘pragmatic’ alternative to a value-based trading arrangement 
epitomised by European standards. RCEP partners reserve 
differences on the matter of labour rights, environmental stan-
dards, as opposed to the EU which sees such standards as 
pillars to economic partnership. With regard to data privacy, 
the EU demands FTA partners acquire Adequacy Decisions in 

order to ensure the free flow of data under the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR). The Comprehensive and Pro-
gressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), 
meanwhile, prioritised the freer use of data (Tamura, 2022). 
Because of the demand to meet such criterias and conditi-
ons, expert analysis noted that ASEAN members hesitate to 
join the ASEAN-EU FTA and choose instead to focus more on 
maximising less strict FTAs.

While the easier-to-deal agreements have contributed to pro-
sperity in this region, they also come with risks. The more 
ASEAN maximises the ASEAN-China FTA and relies more on 
China’s economy, the more it provides economic leverage to 
China. CPTPP, on the other hand, would tie SEA economies 
with the US-bloc. In the context of the US-China strategic 
competition, these two choices tighten ASEAN’s capabilities 
to drive future trade negotiations in the region. Speakers said 
that these actions widen the internal division among ASEAN 
members who are relying more on the Chinese market and 
those who are trying to divert themselves away from it. These 
outcomes stand to undermine the ASEAN Centrality and its 
long-practised hedging strategy. 

Conference speakers proposed that the ASEAN-EU FTA could 
serve ASEAN as an alternative FTA that would deter the risks 
mentioned above. To move forward on this, the EU will have 
to accommodate ASEAN members to break through barriers 

https://thediplomat.com/2022/06/can-the-eu-save-the-cptpp/
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and reach its standards over time rather than simply stand 
still in the negotiation process. The EU should comprehend 
each ASEAN country’s internal limitations in the negotiation 
process and expand the time period that supplementary pro-
vision on sensitive sectors can be met. Given national consi-
derations of each of the ASEAN member states, an FTA limi-
ted in scope can also kick start a deeper trade partnership. 
For the near future, bilateral FTAs can also serve as a stepping 

stone for the EU and ASEAN as a bloc to come to an agree-
ment. Singapore and Vietnam, which succeeded in reaching 
EU standards, have set an example for other ASEAN countries 
to follow. They serve as building blocks for wider regional tra-
de collaboration. These bilateral agreements include issues 
such as the protection of labour rights, sustainability and the 
environment which are contentious during the first rounds of 
EU-ASEAN FTA negotiations (EU, 2019a; EU, 2019b).

4. The Value Dimension 

5. Policy Recommendations

Central to disagreements on technical points of the deal were 
differences in values. Speakers agreed that the EU’s core va-
lues characterised by human rights and liberal democracy 
have shaped its identity and guided its foreign trade policies. 
ASEAN, meanwhile, is a project whose members gathered to 
pursue common benefits. Differences, often concerning hu-
man rights violations in member states, speakers noted, are 
posited as critical to ASEAN Centrality and its principles of 
non-intervention and consensual decision-making. 

These differences have caused misunderstandings and bog-
ged down the deepening of EU-ASEAN cooperation. Confe-
rence speakers noted that the EU’s refusal to trade fundamen-
tal values for economic gains is viewed by ASEAN members 
as ‘inflexible’ and obligatory human rights due diligence is 
accused of being a form of trade protectionism. For example, 
concerns over human trafficking across the region, such as 
in the case of the Thai fisheries sector, were contentious and 
led to EU sanctions on Thailand (AP, 2016). And accordingly, 
negative perceptions toward the EU among ASEAN countries 
affected by the EU valued-based foreign policy grew (Seah et 
al., 2022; Portela, 2010). ASEAN, for its part, is unwilling to 
acknowledge that the principles that have brought together 
the members are becoming obsolete and unfit for the new 
realities. ASEAN members’ overprotectiveness of national 

sovereignty has thwarted any attempts to alter the existing 
decision-making process to increase ASEAN’s effectiveness 
in managing human rights issues. 

Throughout the cooperation, the EU has used economic in-
centives as a means to convince ASEAN to embrace their 
values. This approach has proven to be insufficient, given 
that serious and massive human rights violations continue to 
be reported (see Asia Centre, 2020; Asia Centre and CALD, 
2020). Moreover, the popularity of liberal democratic values 
has not diffused to a wider audience, despite the Union’s con-
tinued efforts. Instead, experts suggested that the EU facili-
tate opportunities for local actors to make changes in values 
from within. This could be achieved by a grassroot, human-
centric approach with a focus on civil society. The change 
in values among people in the region would lead ASEAN to 
incorporate these values into its structure. Two current issues 
in Southeast Asia that the EU can engage on with local civil 
society organisations are migration (OHCHR, 2022) and post-
COVID-19 socio-economic recovery (EESC, 2021). Effective 
responses to these two issues will naturally involve coopera-
tion on human rights dimensions that are important to the EU. 
The EU can act as a bridge that brings civil society organisa-
tions from different ASEAN countries together to help tackle 
these issues.

Based on the inputs distilled from the conference, this policy 
paper recommends the following to the EU:

	B Develop and articulate a clear and shared strategic vi-
sion for an EU-ASEAN FTA that is mindful of ASEAN’s 
AOIP

	B Craft a realistic negotiating strategy that accommoda-
tes ASEAN member states’ concerns over national so-
vereignty

	B Recognise in its negotiating strategy the importance of 
the People’s Republic of China for members of ASEAN

	B Frame the future FTA in light of the models provided by 
the existing bilateral FTAs with Vietnam and Singapore

	B Adopt a long-term and phased approach towards Sout-
heast Asian countries achieving core European values 
dimensions 

https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-viet-nam-free-trade-agreement-joint-press-statement-commissioner-malmstrom-and-minister-tran-tuan-2019-06-30_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_19_906
https://www.voanews.com/a/european-union-sanctions-threat-thai-seafood/3295613.html
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/The-State-of-SEA-2022_FA_Digital_FINAL.pdf
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/The-State-of-SEA-2022_FA_Digital_FINAL.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/226886568_The_perception_of_the_European_Union_in_Southeast_Asia
https://asiacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/COVID-19-and-Democracy-in-Southeast-Asia-Building-Resilience-Fighting-Authoritarianism.pdf
https://asiacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/Defending_Freedom_of_Expression_Fake_News_Laws_in_East_and_Southeast_Asia.pdf
https://asiacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/Defending_Freedom_of_Expression_Fake_News_Laws_in_East_and_Southeast_Asia.pdf
https://bangkok.ohchr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Pathways-to-migrant-protection.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/conclusions_recommendations_12_03_2021.pdf


76. Conclusion

Recent geopolitical developments have brought the EU and 
ASEAN back to the trade negotiating table. The ASEAN-EU 
FTA stands to generate prosperity and serve both blocs’ stra-
tegic interests. It also holds the framework for ASEAN mem-
bers to deepen their regional integration. However, there still 
remain long standing disagreements and differences over 
standards and values which have stalled the negotiations. 
However, the overwhelming sentiment expressed at the con-
ference was that the EU should find ways to enable ASEAN 
to meet the EU’s standards and embrace its values-based 
approach to cooperation. If the trade agreements cannot be 
concluded, it will be a loss for both parties.

6. Conclusion
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