
Oriol Farrés
Project Manager, CIDOB

ENGAGING WITH ASIA

27 

The world’s largest market and its most dynamic 
region

The economic rise of China and India, aided by the United States pivot 
towards Asia and the growth in South-South interaction, has shifted the 
axis of international relations from the Atlantic to the Pacific. These days, 
Asia shows signs of growing economic integration (above all in terms 
of production) that is, nevertheless, unaccompanied by internal political 
rapprochement. 

Rather the opposite is true: the continent’s tensions have been aggra-
vated by a surge in nationalism and the persistent territorial conflicts that 
continue in the absence of the institutions and regulations with which to 
contain them. The countries facing such conflicts are the EU’s four stra-
tegic partners in Asia (China, India, Japan and South Korea), all of whom 
are essential players in the fight against climate change, piracy, maritime 
security (40% of the world’s goods flow through the region) and nuclear 
non-proliferation. 

An unequal projection

Europe faces the challenge of keeping pace with the most dynamic 
region in the world at a time when it is still trying to refind its own path 
towards economic growth and recover the good image of its regional 
integration model. Beyond the unavoidable interest in China (set out 
in the 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation), the EU continues to 
use trade flows as the engine for closer bonds with Asia, in particu-
lar through free trade treaties, such as that with South Korea and the 
extremely advanced agreement with Japan, which could be signed at the 
end of the year. Significant progress on an agreement with Singapore is 
also being made, while others with Malaysia, Vietnam and India are fore-
seen, the last of which has enormous potential.  

Despite this, the political projection of the EU is not equal to its econom-
ic potential, in large part due to the fragmentation of European national 
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policies towards the Asian powers. In security terms, the EU is also not 
perceived to be a relevant actor because of its weakness on military 
issues, despite significant potential in the areas of police training and 
the fights against piracy, smuggling and mafias. Likewise, the EU has an 
essential role in alleviating the consequences of natural disasters.

The EU continues to foster the construction of regional Asian institu-
tions through its support for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) –and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)–, the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and its ongoing interre-
gional dialogue through Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). By supporting the 
multilateralisation of the conflicts in Asia, Europe dissipates the risks of 
conflagration and encourages greater and more meaningful inclusion of 
China in the international system. 

From default alliances to strategic alliances

Despite the many differences in culture and values, the EU and its 
potential Asian allies share, in large part, a vision of organised globali-
sation governed by regulation and institutions, with greater emphasis 
given to the role of the G20. Europe must maintain its constructive role 
in the consolidation of the Asian institutional architecture, such as, for 
example, the East Asia Summit, and could assist the progressive trans-
formation of Japan into a new, conventional security power, mediating 
its neighbours’ mistrust and offering a different approach to the US. 

ASEAN has been the seed of institutionalism in Asia for decades and, by 
its nature, is the natural ally for the EU in the Asian space. The debate 
on an EU-ASEAN free trade agreement and the organisation’s elevation 
to the level of strategic ally should be prioritised, given its potential to 
ease the tensions in the continent. 

A specific area for possible advances in cooperation between the EU and 
Asia is scientific research, where the EU holds comparative advantages 
and the interests of the Asian educational powers (Japan, in particular) 
in internationalising their higher education and strengthening ties with 
the emerging scientific hubs converge. Additionally, in terms of climate 
change, Asia and Europe have shown greater awareness than other 
world powers such as the United States and Russia. While in the field 
of energy, the dependence of both European and Asian states on fossil 
fuels could be the means of turning mutual understanding into shared 
solutions.  


