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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the evolution, present structure and future prospects of relations between the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU). It argues that the partnership has moved
beyond traditional donor—recipient ties toward a multidimensional form of interregional cooperation shaped by
trade, connectivity, maritime security, climate governance and digital transformation. Drawing on official
ASEAN and EU documents and a qualitative review of institutional developments, the study finds that the two
organisations possess significant structural complementarities: ASEAN offers economic dynamism and
strategic centrality in the Indo-Pacific, while the EU provides market access, investment, regulatory capacity
and experience in regional institution-building. Nevertheless, divergent political systems, human-rights
disputes, sustainability regulations, ASEAN’s consensus-based diplomacy and the EU’s preference for
legalised governance constrain deeper alignment. The paper concludes that the relationship is best understood
as pragmatic strategic interregionalism. Its future strength will depend on flexible cooperation, mutual
recognition of institutional differences, credible delivery of connectivity commitments and an inclusive
approach to the green transition.
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1. INTRODUCTION

International relations are increasingly organised through regional institutions that help states manage economic
interdependence, security uncertainty and transnational challenges. ASEAN and the EU are among the most
prominent regional organisations, yet they represent different models of integration. The EU relies on
supranational law, delegated authority and a comparatively dense institutional structure. ASEAN emphasises
sovereignty, non-interference, consultation and consensus principles commonly associated with the “ASEAN
Way.” Their relationship therefore provides a useful test of whether institutionally different regional projects can
build durable strategic cooperation.
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Formal ASEAN-European Community relations began in 1977 and gradually expanded from development
cooperation to political dialogue, commerce and security. A decisive shift occurred in December 2020, when the
relationship was elevated to a Strategic Partnership. The 2022 ASEAN-EU Commemorative Summit and the Plan
of Action for 2023-2027 subsequently created a broad agenda covering political-security, economic and socio-
cultural cooperation (ASEAN, 2022a; ASEAN & EU, 2022). This paper asks: what drives ASEAN-EU
cooperation, what limits it, and how can the partnership remain relevant in a fragmented global order?

2. OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

The study has three objectives: first, to trace the institutional evolution of ASEAN-EU relations; second, to
analyse cooperation in trade, connectivity, security and sustainable development; and third, to identify the
principal constraints and policy options. It adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical method. Primary evidence is
drawn from ASEAN declarations, the ASEAN—EU Plan of Action, summit statements, European External Action
Service material and European Commission trade data. These sources are interpreted through the concept of
interregionalism, which explains structured relations between regional organisations as mechanisms for dialogue,
balancing, rule formation and collective problem-solving. The method does not attempt causal measurement;
rather, it evaluates institutional commitments against observable areas of implementation.

3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: PRAGMATIC INTERREGIONALISM

Classical interregionalism assumes that organised regions interact collectively and may reinforce one
another’s identity and bargaining power. ASEAN-EU relations only partly follow this model. Both sides value
multilateralism, regional order and institutional dialogue, but neither seeks institutional convergence. The EU
often presents itself as a normative and regulatory actor, linking economic relations to labour rights,
environmental protection and rules-based governance. ASEAN prioritises autonomy, development and non-
interference. Cooperation consequently advances when objectives overlap and slows when either side treats its
own institutional model as universally applicable.

The term “pragmatic strategic interregionalism” better captures the contemporary partnership. It is strategic
because both sides seek diversified partnerships amid United States—China rivalry and geopolitical instability. It is
pragmatic because cooperation is organised sector by sector, allowing agreement on connectivity, digital
standards or disaster response without requiring full political alignment. This flexibility is a source of resilience,
but it can also produce ambitious declarations whose implementation is uneven.

4. EVOLUTION OF THE PARTNERSHIP

The relationship developed through three broad phases. The first, from 1977 to the 1990s, centred on trade
preferences, technical assistance and political dialogue. The second followed the Asian financial crisis and the
expansion of Asia—Europe engagement, when cooperation widened but political disagreements—especially over
Myanmar and human rights—periodically obstructed ministerial diplomacy. The third phase emerged during the
2010s as Southeast Asia’s economic weight and the Indo-Pacific’s strategic importance increased. The EU
acceded to ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 2012, signalling acceptance of ASEAN-led regional
norms, and established a dedicated diplomatic mission to ASEAN in Jakarta.
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Elevation to a Strategic Partnership in 2020 was therefore both symbolic and functional. The 2022
commemorative summit affirmed support for international law, effective multilateralism, ASEAN centrality and
sustainable development. The 2023-2027 Plan of Action translated these principles into activities across the three
ASEAN Community pillars. By June 2025, the parties reported that 61 per cent of the Plan’s action lines had been
addressed, indicating substantial administrative activity while leaving open the question of depth and measurable
impact (ASEAN, 2025).

5. MAJOR AREAS OF COOPERATION

5.1 Trade, Investment and Supply-Chain Resilience

Economic interdependence is the partnership’s strongest material foundation. In 2025, trade in goods between
the EU and ASEAN reached approximately €274.9 billion, making ASEAN the EU’s third-largest trading partner
outside Europe. Trade in services amounted to €139.2 billion in 2024, while the EU accounted for 9.6 per cent of
ASEAN trade in that year (European Commission, 2026a). These figures show a relationship broader than
development assistance: European firms seek diversified production networks and access to fast-growing
consumer markets, while ASEAN economies seek capital, technology and reliable access to the European market.

A comprehensive region-to-region free trade agreement remains a long-term objective, but differences in
development levels and regulatory preferences have encouraged a building-block strategy. EU agreements with
Singapore and Viet Nam are in force; negotiations with Indonesia were finalised in 2025, while talks with
Malaysia resumed in 2025 and negotiations with Thailand and the Philippines continue (European Commission,
2026b). This bilateral approach can gradually create wider convergence, but overlapping rules may also fragment
ASEAN’s economic space. A future regional agreement should therefore simplify rules of origin, recognise
ASEAN integration objectives and provide adjustment support for less-developed members.

5.2 Connectivity and Digital Transformation

Connectivity has become the partnership’s most visible strategic instrument. At the 2022 summit, the EU
announced a €10 billion Global Gateway investment package for Southeast Asia, directed toward sustainable
infrastructure and linked to the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 2025. The agenda covers transport,
renewable energy, digital networks, education and resilient value chains. Its geopolitical relevance lies in
expanding ASEAN’s options without formally demanding alignment against any major power. For the EU,
credible project delivery is essential: slow implementation or complex financing would weaken its claim to offer
a distinctive, high-standard partnership.

Digital cooperation is equally important. Both regions face questions involving data governance,
cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, electronic transactions and digital trade. The EU’s regulatory experience can
support capacity-building, while ASEAN’s rapidly expanding digital economy provides a testing ground for
interoperable standards. Cooperation should avoid simple regulatory export. ASEAN members vary widely in
administrative capacity and development; phased compliance, technical assistance and mutual recognition are
more likely to produce durable alignment than one-sided conditionality.

5.3 Maritime and Non-Traditional Security
ASEAN-EU security cooperation is not a military alliance. Its comparative advantage lies in preventive
diplomacy and non-traditional security. Areas of cooperation include maritime law, freedom of navigation,
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counter-terrorism, transnational crime, cyber threats, crisis management, disaster relief and women, peace and
security. The EU supports an international order based on the United Nations Charter and the law of the sea;
ASEAN seeks to preserve centrality through ASEAN-led institutions. Their shared interest is an open regional
order in which coercion does not determine outcomes.

Yet security cooperation has limits. ASEAN members have different threat perceptions and external
alignments, while the EU’s direct hard-security capacity in Southeast Asia is modest. The most realistic agenda is
therefore practical: coast-guard training, maritime-domain awareness, port security, information exchange, cyber
resilience and humanitarian assistance. These activities build trust without forcing ASEAN states into bloc
politics.

5.4 Climate Change and Sustainable Development

Climate cooperation links strategic, economic and social objectives. Southeast Asia is highly exposed to
extreme weather, sea-level rise and biodiversity loss, while its development requires expanding energy access. EU
finance and technology can assist renewable energy, urban resilience, forest governance and a just energy
transition. At the same time, EU sustainability measures—including carbon-related and deforestation-related
requirements—can impose significant compliance costs on ASEAN producers, particularly smallholders and
small firms. The dispute is not simply between environmental ambition and resistance; it concerns how the costs
of global standards are distributed.

A credible partnership must combine regulation with support. Joint traceability systems, transition periods,
technology transfer, accessible climate finance and assistance to small producers can reduce the perception that
green rules are disguised protectionism. Co-designed implementation would allow the EU to maintain
environmental objectives while respecting ASEAN’s development priorities.

6. PERSISTENT CHALLENGES

Four constraints remain prominent. First, institutional asymmetry complicates negotiation. The European
Commission can exercise authority in fields delegated by member states, whereas ASEAN’s secretariat has
limited supranational power and decisions depend heavily on national consensus. Second, political values differ.
EU attention to democracy and human rights sometimes conflicts with ASEAN’s norm of non-interference,
particularly regarding Myanmar. Silence, however, can damage credibility; the challenge is to support ASEAN-
led diplomacy and humanitarian access while maintaining clear legal and ethical standards.

Third, regulatory power can generate resentment. European measures on carbon, commodities and supply-
chain due diligence have external effects even when adopted for legitimate domestic goals. Consultation that
begins only after rules are designed is insufficient. Fourth, great-power rivalry narrows diplomatic space. ASEAN
resists choosing between China and the United States, and the EU’s Indo-Pacific engagement is most attractive
when it strengthens ASEAN autonomy rather than reproducing bloc competition. Internal diversity on both sides
further complicates unified positions on conflicts, sanctions and strategic risk.

7. FINDINGS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
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The analysis yields three findings. Economic relations provide the partnership’s depth; interregional
institutions provide continuity; and geopolitical diversification provides new urgency. Nevertheless, the
partnership will remain selective rather than alliance-like. Its effectiveness should be measured less by rhetorical
convergence and more by completed infrastructure, lower trade costs, improved crisis capacity and inclusive
green transition outcomes.

Five policy priorities follow. First, the parties should establish a public implementation dashboard for the
2023-2027 Plan of Action, with milestones, funding and outcome indicators. Second, they should develop a
staged pathway from bilateral EU-ASEAN-member trade agreements toward a region-to-region framework with
compatible rules of origin. Third, Global Gateway projects should prioritise bankable, locally requested projects
and transparent procurement. Fourth, a permanent regulatory dialogue should assess the development impact of
EU sustainability rules before implementation and fund compliance for small producers. Fifth, security
cooperation should concentrate on maritime safety, cyber resilience, disaster response and international law—
fields where practical benefits are possible without strategic polarisation.

8. CONCLUSION

ASEAN-EU relations demonstrate that meaningful cooperation does not require identical institutions or
complete political agreement. Their partnership rests on complementary interests: ASEAN seeks development,
strategic autonomy and diversified external ties, while the EU seeks reliable economic partners, resilient supply
chains and support for multilateral rules. Trade and investment remain the anchor, but connectivity, digital
governance, maritime security and climate action increasingly define the strategic agenda.

The central risk is a gap between ambitious declarations and implementation. The central opportunity is to
build a plural, rules-based form of cooperation that respects ASEAN centrality while making European resources
and regulatory expertise practically useful. If both sides pursue flexible, co-designed and measurable initiatives,
ASEAN-EU relations can become an important stabilising pillar in a fragmented global order. The partnership’s
success will not be judged by whether one region imitates the other, but by whether they can convert institutional
difference into sustained collective action.
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