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Abstract
In the last two decades, the proliferation of regionalisms has brought international relations’
scholars to question on the effects that such a phenomenon may entail on the international
system. Thanks to the focus given by neoregionalist authors on regions’ external dimension,
theories on interregional relations have been developed and several debates around the
functions of such relations emerged. Among the main functions that interregionalism might
be able to perform, the construction of regional identity and the ability to spread regional
integration across the world are considered to be the most relevant ones. In promoting its
regional model and boosting the deepening of other regional integration, the European
Union is the most interesting case, as its interregional relations have also the merit of
involving civil society in international politics. With particular reference to EU-Asia contacts,
it has been observed how sections of civil society have been growingly invited to take part
in non-official dialogues, mainly tackling social and cultural issues, with the key aim of
enhancing mutual trust and knowledge between the two regions. Hence, in the case of
ASEM, the involvement of civil society can be seen as an interesting contribution to the
democratization of the Meeting, stimulating the dialogue on controversial topics and opening
participation’s channel for the population.
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Introduction
With the new challenges posed by globalisation, nation states had to acknowledge the
obsolescence of the traditional principles of the Westphalian world order, namely
sovereignty, territoriality, autonomy and legality (Costea and Van Langenhove, 2005). Far
from affirming that sovereignty is not essential anymore, it is, however, clear that such a
model has been challenged by the emergence of both supranational and sub-national
forces, the dynamics of which cannot be encompassed by the sole state; these changes
then led to a system in which the state continues to play a vital role in global politics,
although transferring some of its sovereign elements to inferior and superior levels
(Constantin, 2008). In this context, regionalism has taken its place as a new tool to cope
with the increasing participation of numerous non-state actors in the international setting.
The process of European integration is probably the best example of how an inter-state
cooperation turned into a post-Westphalian polity, but it is not the only one, as shown by
the appearance of regional groupings like Mercosur, ECOWAS (Economic Community of
West African States) and ASEAN (Association of South-East Asian Nations).
The spread of regionalisms can, thus, be seen as a response to the growing complexity that
the process of globalisation brought into the modern world order. At the same time, a
number of authors, known as neo-regionalists2, supported by the United Nations University
– World Institute for Development Economics Research (UNU/WIDER) – underlined the
cognitive factors behind the concept of region, providing scholars with a multidimensional
and pluralistic approach to study the origins of such entities (Gilson, 2007). According to
one of the major neo-regionalist theorist, Bjorn Hettne, “there are no ‘natural’ regions:
definitions of a ‘region’ vary according to the particular problem or question under
investigation; [...] all regions are socially constructed and hence politically contested”
(Hettne, 2005: 2). For this reason, regions do not have defined boundaries and they should
be understood as “subjects in the making”. Hettne also stressed the need to see regionalism
not only as an exogenous process connected to the dynamics triggered by globalisation, but
also as an endogenous process, according to which a large number of actors contributes to
shape regionalisation from the inside (Hettne, 2001).
Following this argument, a region is conceived as an actor when it has an external
behaviour and is endowed with a capacity of projecting itself outside the region; this is
observable through what Matthew Doidge called the actorness level, outlining the voluntary
ability of a region to interact in the external environment and to influence it (Doidge, 2007).
Furthermore, considering regions as actors lead to the assumption that they will need to
talk to one another, creating a web of relations, which can be defined as inter-regional.
Moreover, transcending the state level has important implications for the role of civil
society, which can use interregional fora as an additional opportunity to lobby and promote
their agenda. This new empowerment of civil society goes along with the so-called “tracktwo” diplomacy, which refers to nongovernmental and informal contacts between public and
non-state actors like academics, social groups and NGOs (Acharya, 2004). However, the
participants in “track-two” diplomacy have a certain connection with government policymakers, “so that the idea discussed in the unofficial setting have the prospect both to reflect
and to filter into the thinking of official policy circles” (Kaye, 2005: 7).
2
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Taking the ASEM experience as the main example, this paper aims to highlight the role –
and the limits – of interregional dialogues in fostering mutual trust and knowledge between
the peoples of two regions. In the first section, a theoretical framework will be presented, in
order to review how scholars analysed interregional dynamics in light of international
relations’ theories and how civil society can be included in such a process. After briefly
tackling these issues from a theoretical standpoint, an empirical case will be observed,
namely the EU-Asia relations and ASEM’s role on enhancing a multilateral system and
promoting dialogue on specific issues, with a particular reference to non-state actors'
position.

From realism to constructivism: how international relations theories discovered regional and
inter-regional dynamics
The emergence of regional and interregional dynamics induced the main theories of
international relations to tackle a phenomenon, which had been underestimated for a long
time. While realists never attached great priority to regional cooperation, liberalists and
constructivists saw the outgrowth of regionalists as a major change in the international
system, which needs to be taken into account.
For realists, international – or regional – organisations are nothing more than a further
arena where states struggle for power; their willingness to cooperate depends on a costopportunity assessment and it is usually a short-term phenomenon, since the anarchic
structure of the international system produces distrust and makes each country
vulnerable to the deceptions of others 3 . When dealing with regionalism, realists focus
largely on how the international structure and external constraints influence the outcome of
cooperation. Mostly, these authors regard interregional relations as a means of balancing
power among the main important regions of the world, which had been defined as a triad,
namely Europe, the US and East Asia. “Thus to the realists, ASEM is a direct reaction to
APEC and APEC in turn was a response to the fear of a fortress Europe and the implications
of the Asia-Pacific countries being left out because of NAFTA” (Yeo, 2008: 10).
Differently, liberal institutionalists directed their attention on the role of international and
regional institutions in mitigating the anarchical character of the international system,
reducing the uncertainty of the actors involved and rising the level of information between
them. Regional organisations, resulting from the need to manage the increasingly complex
interdependence caused by globalisation, can reduce the security dilemma, creating
incentives for states to cooperate. In the same way, interregionalism can be understood as
an effect of the attempts to deal with the complexity originated by globalisation (Yeo,
2008). According to liberalist theorists, therefore, interregionalism mainly carries out the
functions of institution-building, rationalisation and agenda-setting 4 . Hence, ASEM
contribution to international relations is seen as threefold: “firstly by establishing of “a
“missing link” between EU and East Asia in the triangular relations between the three
economic power centres of North America, Western Europe and East Asia; secondly, by a

3

Hwee, L. Y., "The ebb and flow of ASEM Studies", in Stremmelar, J. and Van der Velde, P. (2006) What About

Asia? Revisiting Asian Studies, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.
4
For a more detailed description of interregionalism functions see Hänggi, H., Roloff, R. e Rüland, J. (2006)
“Interregionalism and International Relations”, London/New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis.
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creeping institutionalisation of ASEM itself, and thirdly, by institutionalising East Asian
cooperation” (Rüland, 2001:186-187).
While the most recent versions of realism and liberalism had tended to coincide, a relatively
new approach, known as neo-regionalism, proposed a more constructivist characterisation
of regions, focusing on their being socially constructed entities, not to be taken for granted
(Söderbaum, 2008). Regions must be based upon or benefit from a certain level of regional
cohesion, which should be understood as a process where a geographical area is
transformed from a passive object (an arena) to an active subject (an actor) that is
increasingly capable of articulating the transnational interests of the emerging region”
(Hettne, 2005: 11). According to several authors, the EU essentially reached the highest
level of this phase, while East Asian collaboration is turning from a regional complex into a
regional society (Gilson and Yeo, 2003).
In reading the emergence of regionalism with cognitive lenses, constructivists dwell upon
the role covered by ideational factors, such as ideas, understandings and intersubjective
visions, in shaping regional organisations. Starting from Karl Deutsch’s study on security
communities, constructivists developed the neoregionalist approach, observing how norms
and values influence actors’ behaviours. According to their approach, through the process of
socialisation, norms are spread and internalised, imposing alogic of appropriateness in the
formulation of actors’ ideas about the region. With reference to the functions performed by
interregional relations, neoregionalists believe that these dialogues are spurring collective
identities, stimulating regional identity-building, “either by honing region-to-region
differences or similarities; or intensifying intra-regional coherence” (Gilson, 2007: 13). In
other words, interregionalism may be seen as a process in which regions, through their
mutual interactions, come to identify themselves as such (Gilson, 2005).
Unlike realists, Gilson rejected the idea that Asia-EU relations and ASEM are only a reaction
to globalisation, since their relations date back further in the past and should be interpreted
more as a process, in which interregionalism fostered regionalism (Gilson, 2002;). Several
scholars observed that “the preparations for ASEM has set off a process of regional
coordination in East Asia never seen before”, working as a real instrument for regional
integration (Yeo, 1999: 16). After the first ASEM summit, actually, in order to monitor the
state of existing projects and to develop new initiatives, it was decided to select two
coordinators for each region: these coordinators – one chosen from ASEAN and the other
from North-East Asia – would meet frequently and act as representatives of previously
agreed Asian positions5. Each Asian Foreign Minister, moreover, established ASEM contact
officers, who regularly consult each other. The coordinators are also responsible, in harness
with SOM (Senior Officials’ Meeting), for the organisation of special events and for the
overall management.
This process of coordination and consultation has contributed to developing a sense of
cohesion and togetherness, also driven by the fact that the Asians’ counterpart was the EU;
hence one of the most advanced regional organisations (Yeo, 1999). Put simply, then, interregional fora may serve and, in this case, served as identity-builders, as they can activate
and stimulate processes of intra-regional coordination and cooperation.
5
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In some recent studies, finally, the focus of neoregionalists has been primarily laid on the
role of the EU as a global player and ASEM has been read in connection with the EU effort to
export its model of regional cooperation (Söderbaum and Van Langenhove, 2008; Gilson,
2005). As it was observed though, “policy intentions are necessary but are not sufficient
conditions for the exertion of influence in the region. One must go beyond general policy
statements and probe further into actions and issues that may have rendered the EU’s
visibility and perceived importance for better or for worse” (Chan, 2010: 134).

Unofficial diplomacy and the role of civil society
The emergence of interregionalism has represented the development of a new level of
governance, in which also a variety of non-state actors contribute to the definition of a new
world order. In a nutshell, civil society has managed to exploit the new channels opened up
by interregional dialogues in order to voice its concerns/interests.6
Global governance, in fact, does not only encompass the traditional activities of government
but it also embraces “other channels of communication and especially other prominent and
emerging non-state actors in global and regional market places (such as MNCs, banks,
financial institutions, ratings agencies and commercial associations) and civil society (such
as NGOs, sector specific advocacy coalitions and social movements) that are generating
transnational mechanisms of governance and networks across the range of functional policy
domains” (Higgott, 2005: 5).
As Sebastian Bersick puts it, by letting civil society enter the interregional dialogue, both
global and interregional governance can acquire legitimacy and democracy;
“the democratisation of an inter-regional dialogue will be defined as a process that
allows civil society to participate in the Politics of Inter-regional Relations” (Bersick, 2005:
246). Democratising an inter-regional dialogue means thus enhancing public participation
and accentuating governments’ responsibilities toward their people; through the
socialisation effect and the accomplishment of a “contestatory function” civil society is the
greatest candidate to perform such a task.7
The role of civil society, however, should not be idealised, since “to date the outcome of
greater non-state inclusion remains unclear” (Gilson, 2007: 18). A straightforward reason
explaining this situation is that some governments, feeling their sovereignty threatened, are
reluctant to include non-state actors. However, other factors can be enlisted as hampering
such a process: for instance, civil society does not necessarily pursue democratising aims,
as "voluntary associations do not ipso facto have the promotion of democracy on their
agenda" (Scholte, 2001:19). Moreover, civil society organisations (CSOs) don't always
possess adequate resources to mobilise groups in order to pursue their goals. Besides, there
6

Gilson, J. (2007) “Inter-regionalism”, Paper presented at the ECPR Standing Group on International Relations,
University of Turin, 12-15 September 2007.
7
For the main theories related to civil society see Della Porta, D. e Diani, M. (2006) Social Movements: an
introduction, Malden, Ma: Blackwell Publications; Scholte, J. A. (2007) “Civil Society and the legitimation of Global
Governance” CSGR Working Paper, No. 223/07. Online:
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/1885/1/WRAP_Scholte_wp22307.pdf.

6

European Institute for Asian Studies

Paola Panichi - Briefing Paper 2013/1
is an underlying risk for successful civil society groups to be co-opted by the government
agencies they seek to shadow (Scholte, 2001; Grugel, 2006). Finally, civil society groups
may be too elite-centred and lack transparency and accountability (Fioramonti, 2007).
Nonetheless, one should recognize that these limits should not be a pretext to
underestimate the great potential civil society has on the outcomes of interregional
relations, as showed by the development of the Asia-Europe People’s Forum (AEPF)
alongside ASEM, where “activists from vastly differing socio-cultural backgrounds could
develop collective positions and projects vis-à-vis key international issues” (Gilson, 2007:
8). The AEPF is the people's equivalent of the inter-governmental meeting and since 1996
has tried to maintain a strong influential presence on the margins of ASEM.
Within this context, the concept of track-two diplomacy has been used to describe a set of
non-governmental, unofficial contacts and activities between private citizens, groups of
interest, think tanks’ experts, diplomats, politicians and military officers – with the latter
three being involved in their private- capacity. In order to fully understand the nature of
these meetings, it is necessary to pinpoint that track-two diplomacy is closely connected
with the traditional diplomatic way as, according to Acharya, public officers’ participation in
these activities can be seen as a non-binding way of testing new ideas with the persistent
possibility to step back (Acharya, 2001).
Two main approaches had been applied to the study of track-two processes: on the one
hand, followers of the epistemic communities’ theory observed track-two’s role in bringing
scientific knowledge into the political discourse, and this is essentially due to the
participation of think tanks and academics in such dialogues. On the other hand, from a
more constructivist perspective, track-two diplomacy was understood as a way of
transferring ideas and spreading norms: compared to the traditional diplomacy on the
second track, actors are much more inclined and able to change their positions, ideas and
beliefs (Freistein, 2008).
Within the ASEM architecture, the mission of enhancing better mutual understanding
between the Asians and the Europeans is carried out by the Asia Europe Foundation (ASEF),
which had been designed to promote and foster intellectual, cultural and people-to-people
exchanges. With the contributions of a variety of track-two actors from both regions, ASEF
is the cultural pillar of ASEM, where “there is the widest scope for greater involvement of
civil society” (Millot, 2005: 138).
From its inception in 1997, ASEF was meant to be a response to those criticising ASEM for
being too elitist. Developing and promoting people-to-people exchanges, ASEM strives to be
more concerned by civil society’s demand for a greater voice in international policy-making
(Millot, 2005).
In any case, this was not the only rationale behind ASEF: the most relevant problems in
Asia-Europe relations were actually the mutual indifference, ignorance on each other’s
society and the European fear of globalisation in which Asia had a prominent part (Girard,
2010). ASEF was, therefore, conceived as an instrument for overcoming distrust and
improving mutual understanding and cooperation between civil societies of Asia and Europe.
Designed as a political tool, ASEF is a platform for a dialogue that is pursued through biregional projects, dealing with broad thematic areas defined by ASEM’s summits. Generally,
ASEF tries to tackle sensitive topics on which a large number of experts, academics, NGOs,
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local authorities, etc. are asked to give their contribution, in order to exchange their
opinions and knowledge (Girard, 2010). This was harshly criticised by these actors who
claim that track-two can be exploited by governments as a locus where sensitive issues are
relegated, e.g. human rights, with the result of excluding them from the official
government-to-government dialogue. Although such criticism has some merits, socialisation
effects should not be underestimated as it will be shown in the following section, where I
will present some cases of track-two diplomacy within ASEM.

The EU-Asia relationship and ASEM: assessing an interregional dialogue
The first dialogue between Asia and Europe dates back to 1978, when EC-ASEAN relations
started, and was consolidated by a Cooperation Agreement in 1980. However, the main
problem of this dialogue was that economic and political issues were both dealt with at a
high ministerial level, making it hard for sensitive topics to be tackled, as some
governments were reluctant to address issues that they see of their own competence (such
as human rights). Moreover, the lack of a global scope prevented such relations from
developing into a long-term project, which ought to be the framework for EU-Asia relations
(Hettne, 2005).
The perceived necessity on both sides to strengthen the cooperation between Asia and the
EU then brought the authorities of ASEAN countries together with the European Commission
(EC) to find feasible solutions to effectively promote inter-regional dialogue and, at the
same time, deal with specific issues.
The first step was taken by the EC, which proposed a new Asia strategy in 1994, according
to which Asia was given higher priority than before, with the aim of “reshaping the existing
policies and looking into new areas of cooperation” (Communication of the European
Commission, 1994). The justification for closer political relations was linked to the dramatic
growth of Asia as an economic actor and to the establishment of APEC. With the EU being
one of the most important trading partners of Asian countries, it was considered necessary
to enhance the political side of such a relation. Moreover, after APEC refused the EU’s
request for membership, both the EU and Asian countries reckoned the urge of filling what
some observers called the “missing link”, namely the lack of solid relations between Asia
and the EU, compared to EU relations with the US and the US relations with Asia (Dent,
2001).
A second important step towards the improvement of Asia-EU relations was the launch of
the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) in 1996. In Bangkok that year, the fifteen Members of the
EU, Brunei, China, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea,
Thailand, Vietnam and the European Commission paved the way for a process of “summit
diplomacy”, advocating that “the relations between the two regions needed to be
strengthened to reflect the increased importance of Asia and Europe in the world” (Millot,
2005: 128).
ASEM can also be considered as a lighter version of a proposal made by the Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamed, who suggested creating an East Asian Economic Grouping with
the aim of institutionalising East Asian regionalism (Yeo, 2008). This project received
support from China but not from Japan and generally met little success: within ASEM
8
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instead, Asian states had the chance to discuss intra-Asian matters, which can somehow be
seen as an achievement in light of Asian integration. Besides, it has been observed that
ASEM might have contributed to the creation of an Asian regional identity, as highlighted by
the emergence of ASEAN+3 (APT, including ASEAN-10+China, Japan and South Korea) as a
new regional actor (Hettne, 2005).8
ASEM's uniqueness has several aspects: first of all, it is an institutional organisation in
which the US is not a member and it is a reaction to the EU not being part of APEC.
Secondly, ASEM is characterised by some essential features: informality, equality, open
regionalism and comprehensive cooperative mechanisms.
The fact that ASEM, according to Asian States' demand, should have been an informal
forum, as proven by the absence of a Secretariat, was clear from the beginning: an AsiaEurope Cooperation Framework was approved in London, stating that ASEM “as an informal
process, need not be institutionalised” (AECF, 2000) 9 . This feature was also reasserted
during the ASEM meeting of Helsinki in 2006, where on the occasion of the tenth
anniversary of ASEM, all leaders agreed that the “partnership should remain faithful to its
character of informality, networking and flexibility” (Helsinki Declaration on the Future of
ASEM, 2006). Nevertheless, it was proposed in Helsinki to create a Virtual Secretariat, in
order to enhance coordination and communication between the members; besides this, in
fact, ASEM does not have any administrative staff. Informality entails also ASEM’s lack of
own financial resources, since every activity – with few exceptions – is funded voluntarily by
its members.
As an informal process, ASEM suffered from a scarce visibility on the international scene,
where a plethora of fora and agreements have created the so-called “spaghetti bowl”
system, which some find difficult to apprehend. However, on another side, keeping a low
profile allowed ASEM to tackle sensitive issues without the risk of being stopped by
governmental authorities (Millot, 2005).
Turning to the principle of equality, one thing must be kept in mind: Asian states, according
to their growing importance on the world setting and following the so-called Asian values10,
would not have undertaken a European-centred relationship. This is, for example, the
reason behind ASEM’s acceptance of Burma/Myanmar as a member with restrictions, even if
Europeans were not particularly enthusiastic about it.
A third feature we should consider is what Fred Bergsten describes as “open regionalism”:
as a result, Asia-Europe relations within ASEM are not supposed to become another kind of
“economic fortress”, but rather an open-ended cooperation to face a globalised world and in
which new members can be accepted.

8

On the development of confidence and trust between ASEAN and China, it has also been argued that ASEAN’s

incorporation of China in the Asia Regional Forum may be read as an outcome of the socialisation power ASEAN
exerted on its neighbour.
9
On AECF see http://www.aseminfoboard.org/About/AECF2000/.
10
With the Asian values we usually mean an Asian way of diplomacy based on informality, discreteness,
pragmatism, consensus-building and non-confrontational bargaining styles which determine a non-interventionist
approach and a constructive engagement, opposed to the more confrontational style of Western countries. On
Asian Values: Acharya, A. (1997) “Ideas, Identity, and Institution-Building: From the ‘ASEAN way’ to the ‘AsiaPacific Way’?”, The Pacific Review, Vol.10, no. 3.
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Finally, ASEM is a group-to-group mechanism, made on “a two-layer construction that
combines high politics with relatively technical discussion” (Zhang, 2008: 492). Dialogues
are not only encompassed by the official Summits, but also at other levels, including the
civil society; being divided in the three pillars, ASEM had actually the chance to involve a
great variety of stakeholders and to deal with a broad set of policy issues.

Basic ASEM Architecture: http://www.aseminfoboard.org/About/Structure/

The first ASEM Summit in 1996 was positively welcomed as a new tool to maintain and
promote multilateralism and, at the same time, as an instrument for promoting regionalism
in East-Asia. However, these two political challenges are still to be met, even if it is
important to have in mind that “ASEM is not supposed to take the place of all the existing
bilateral/multilateral relations between the two regions or among the members”, but it
should rather work as a “counter-balance against unilateral behaviour in the post-cold war
era” (Zhang, 2008: 496; Reiterer, 2009).

Evolution of ASEM and its offspring
If the first ASEM was welcomed with great hopes and optimism, the second one in London
took place in a totally different atmosphere; in Bangkok, leaders had agreed on a series of
initiatives and follow-ups to be put in motion, and decided to keep the process going,
organising a new meeting in London after two years. However, in 1998 Asian nations were
struggling with the economic crisis and many of them were convinced that the EU was not
putting enough energy in helping them to overcome the crisis. Nonetheless, ASEM II was
not as disappointing as critics would have said: a declaration on the financial situation in

10
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Asia was drafted and the ASEM Trust Fund was created (Yeo, 1999). Moreover, in order to
further improve inter-regional economic relations, ASEM endorsed a Trade Facilitation Action
Plan (TFAP) and an Investment Promotion Action Plan (IPAP) in 1998, which are still
working, even if the Helsinki Summit of 2006 signalled the necessity of reviewing them and
broadening their action.
If the economic pillar received the biggest attention in London, ASEM III in Seoul showed a
“return to normality” instead and its diplomatic profile was mainly raised by the adoption of
the AECF, which, as already mentioned, represented the effort to put in black and white the
principles and the guidelines that ASEM countries should stick to.
In addition, the world’s new priority after 9/11 was not the economy anymore but rather to
tackle international terrorism and the dangers of what Samuel Huntington called the “clash
of civilizations”. In this context, the ASEM dialogue on Culture and Civilisations seemed a
significant way to contribute to reducing mistrust between different civilisations and to
create understanding of each other’s value system. As Yeo pointed out, however, respecting
and understanding the differences should be balanced by the research of a common ground
of values that should be found in order to cooperate (Yeo, 1999). This civilizational dialogue
was pursued through ASEM’s only formal institution, namely the Asia-Europe Foundation,
established in 1997 after the first meeting in Bangkok. ASEF’s work and activities will be
further elaborated below, but for now it is relevant to mention it with other agencies and
initiatives proposed within the first ASEM. Next to ASEF, which reflected the willingness of
ASEM to involve civil society into the inter-regional process, the Bangkok meeting was also
the trigger behind the creation of the Asia-Europe Business Forum (AEBF), which focuses on
the modalities for fostering greater cooperation between the business and private sectors of
the two regions; and the Trans-Eurasian Information Network (TEIN), aimed at improving
Asia-Europe connectivity.

Connecting Civil Societies
Since the first ASEM, a network of people’s organisations, coalitions, NGOs, academics and
trade unions have assembled under the Asia Europe People’s Forum (AEPF) and organised
parallel summits where issues such as democracy and human rights were discussed. Even if
not integrated within ASEM, AEPF has managed to build a regional network of NGOs that
could be assimilated to the so-called “track-three” diplomacy, and has implemented
proposals concerning security issues, peace and social justice. Members of AEPF had blamed
ASEM for not involving enough civil society in the inter-regional process it started and,
during the Helsinki Summit, called ASEM for the inclusion of bottom-up initiatives like AEPF,
in order to develop ASEM into a more democratic process11. In addition, some governments,
members of the Asia Europe Meeting like Finland and South Korea, had decided to fund the
Forum, also taking its recommendations and ideas for “future ASEM’s to become more
accountable, transparent, relevant and influential, in meeting the needs and aspirations of
the people of Asia and Europe” (Van Nuffel, Vervest an Ebro, 2010: 1).
Whether AEPF’s criticism will be welcomed in future ASEMs is still to be seen, but during the
meetings of Beijing and Brussels – held respectively in 2008 and 2010 – European and
11

Asia Europe People's Forum, Final Declaration – People's Vision – Building Solidarity across Asia and Europe,
Helsinki, 4-6th September 2006.

European Institute for Asian Studies

11

Civil Society and Non Official Diplomacy in Interregional Relations: The European Union and Asia
Asian leaders seemed to acknowledge that boosting civil society’s participation in the ASEM
process would be necessary to build trust and confidence between the people of the two
regions12.
As a result, during the meeting in Beijing, the role of parliaments and NGOs was stressed,
while over 200 participants from China attended the AEPF Summit, which was “one of the
biggest NGO conference ever to take place in China since the women’s conference in 1995”
(Islam, 2010: 2). This may be considered a great achievement if we take into account that
during the ASEM in London, Asian participants, and especially China, insisted that the
expression “civil society” should have been replaced by the vaguer one, “all sectors of the
society” (Bersick, 2005).
The shift of attention towards the people’s needs was also revealed in 2010 with ASEM VIII,
whose main theme was the Quality of Life: in a context of financial and economic crisis, the
Meeting focused primarily on sustainable development and people-to-people relations. It is
relevant to notice that one of the main points of ASEM 8 was the urge of advancing
interregionalism
and
regional
integration,
mobilising
“civil
society
organisations,
higher
education institutions and
think-tanks
in
order
to
facilitate
the
creation
of
an
ASEM knowledge community
that
enhances mutual understanding” (Asia-Europe Policy Forum, 2010). 13 The major role in
tackling these topics was played by ASEF, which, operating in three main sectors –
intellectual exchange, cultural exchange and people-to-people exchange – has implemented
over the years 450 projects, involving 15,000 overall participants.
Under its aegis, a workshop entitled “The EU and Asia: Inter-Regionalism and Regional
Integration” was organised during the Brussels meeting. This workshop was the follow-up of
a series of conferences started in 2004 in Barcelona, aimed at Connecting the Civil Societies
(CCS) of Asia and Europe: the CCS project “has provided some outstanding examples over
the years of bringing together Asian and European civil societies, stimulating exchanges and
doing its part in bringing Asia and Europe closer together” (Key Note Speech by Vice-Prime
Minister & Minister of Foreign Affairs of Belgium Steven Vanackere, 2010: 1).
The CCS conferences in Barcelona, in which it was decided which NGOs were invited to a
semi-official process, saw the participation of 187 people from 27 different countries. ASEF
was attempting to fill the alleged democratic gap it was blamed for by asking civil society to
make proposals and recommendations on those social issues with an impact on people’s
lives. The Barcelona report, defined by Bersick as an example of citizens’ direct participation
in the policy-making, produced a specific set of recommendations addressed to ASEM
leaders on several sectors, including youth and education, cultural diversity and the case of
Myanmar. Besides, the conference highlighted the need for ASEM to create a proper social
pillar, dealing with labour rights or women’s welfare (Bersick, 2008).
In Barcelona, it was assessed how interregional communication and co-operation between
civil societies of Europe and Asia could influence foreign and security policy-making
processes, since “track-two” diplomacy would “promote and enhance Europe-Asia inter12

Chair's Statement of the Eight Asia-Europe Meeting, Greater well-being and more dignity for citizens, Brussels,
4-5th October 2010; Chair's Statement of the Seventh Asia-Europe Meeting, Vision and Action: towards a win-win
solution, Beijing, 24-25 October 2008.
13
The
Asia-Europe
Policy
forum
proposed
“Eight
points
for
ASEM
8”,
see
http://www.euforasia.eu/reports?q=node/45.
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regional cooperation between non-governmental actors and organisations in the field of
international politics and relations” (Barcelona Report, 2004: 75).
These concepts were reasserted and deepened during the Brussels conference, where
higher education and research cooperation were established as a key priority, in order to
bring Asian and European societies together (ASEF Briefing Report, 2010). The final report
of the CCS workshop also underlined the role of think tanks in promoting regional
integration and proposed to create an ASEM think tank network 14 , in order to facilitate
stronger exchanges and interactions between Asian and European researchers.
However, beyond the official statements, a few critical assessments should be made. Firstly,
quantifying the value added by these dialogues is fairly difficult, while a certain ambiguity in
civil society meetings emerged: some NGO members actually pointed out that ASEF
exploited their presence at the conference, in order to legitimise its role as the true
spokesperson of ASEM’s dialogue with civil society (Bersick, 2005).
Secondly, raising the issue of ASEM as too much business-oriented, it was observed that,
whereas civil society’s recommendations are mostly kept on the fringes of official dialogues,
the AEBF representatives had the chance to present their proposals and suggestions at the
ASEM in Helsinki.15
Finally, according to a prominent European officer, a direct NGO’s participation in track-two
might have counterproductive effect on the final outcomes of dialogues 16. As a matter of
fact, NGOs could make it more difficult for track-two actors to feel comfortable enough to
start any sensitive talks; for this reason, it seems more convenient to bring ideas of NGOs
in the dialogues than to bring the NGOs themselves. Thus, in the EU, those involved in
track-two processes essentially tend to consult the non-governmental organisations before
entering unofficial dialogues, in order to bring NGOs issues in the discussion without
hampering it.17

Education and Cooperation on Technology
As also stated during the last Meeting in Vientiane (5-6th November 2012), education and
research are central in the inter-regional dialogue between Asia and the EU: in fact, since its
inception, ASEF has developed several projects aimed at fostering exchanges for students
and young professionals. Moreover, in 2008, ASEM leaders reasserted their concern about
education, organising the first meeting between the ASEM education ministers, in order to
“set up a strategic education partnership for the 21 st century, to strengthen the ASEM
dialogue and cooperation in the field of education to include stakeholders at all levels”
(Chair’s Conclusion of ASEMME1, 2008: 2). This meeting was followed by another two in
2009 and 2011, which defined the lifelong learning project as a key priority to pursue, and
sponsored initiatives like ASEMUNDUS 18 and the EU-Asia Higher Education Platform
14

The proposal of the ASEM think tank network has been reiterated several times in the last years, but at this date
no network has been created.
15
Interview with David Fouquet, 15 July 2011.
16
Interview with a European Officer, 25 July 2011.
17
Interview with a European Officer, 25 July 2011.
18
ASEMUNDUS is a five years project (2009-2013) coordinated by the German academic exchange service (DAAD)
responding to a demand coming from the first ASEM Meeting of Education's Ministries, which underlined the
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(EAHEP)19. ASEM leaders also recognised the major role of education “in securing an open
political system, in achieving civic responsibility, social cohesion and last but not least
economic success” (Reiterer, 2004: 368).
Next to ASEM ministerial meetings, ASEF’s role in tackling educational matters should not
be underestimated. Amongst its main programmes on education, ASEF actually promoted
the ASEM Education Hubs, the ASEM Duo and the ASEF University, all supporting the
mission of engaging students from both regions in intercultural exchanges. In addition,
ASEF also developed youth programmes aimed at “channelling ideas and priorities of young
leaders and activists from government and civil society to the ASEM leaders”, including the
Asia-Europe Young Parliamentarians Meeting, the Asia-Europe Young Entrepreneurs Forum,
the Asia-Europe Young Leaders Symposium and the Programme for Emerging Public Sector
Leaders (Si Hong Kim, 2007: 13).
On higher education, in particular, ASEF established a fellowship programme, the ASEM
Duo, which had been first proposed by the Asia-Europe Vision Group in 1999 but only
endorsed in 2000 by ASEM 3, which later extended it until 2010. The programme essentially
aims at boosting mobility of students, teachers and professors between Asia and Europe,
with the goal of facilitating a deeper understanding between the two regions. Therefore, in
order to improve ASEM Duo a Secretariat was set up in 2001 in Seoul, with the mission of
giving minimum coordination and consistency to the programme. The Secretariat’s role, in a
nutshell, has been one of “maximizing the effectiveness of the programs and minimizing the
cost of implementation” (Si Hong Kim, 15). With about 1,691 people receiving a research
grant, ASEM Duo has proved to be successful and allowed young researchers from both
regions to create a Eurasian network. As Reiterer puts it, “studying, researching, working
and living together in another culture normally is a highly stimulating and rewarding
experience with long-term effects: having forged a personal relationship in a time when the
human personality is especially open for formation, many “buddies” remain in contact and
turn to one another later as professionals, managers or politicians seeking business or
advice” (Reiterer, 2004: 370).
An example of a successful programme is provided by the Trans-Eurasian Information
Network (TEIN). This project was conceived as an information highway funded by ASEM
members, amounting to 70 million Euros, with the aim of enhancing information and
academic research exchanges via the Internet. The programme connects Integrated Service
Digital Network between Asia and Europe, combining Korea’s APII and Europe’s GEANT 20:
“from this, Asia and Europe are able to host joint interregional researches in scientific and
technological areas” (Si Hong Kim, 2007: 16). In 2008, the EU invested twelve million Euro
to further enlarge and improve the system, giving life to a third generation of TEIN. In
Brussels and Vientiane leaders decided to create and launch the fourth phase of TEIN,
sustaining the momentum of TEIN3.

importance of increasing the cooperation on higher education between Asia and Europe, and of enhancing the
visibility of the ERASMUS-MUNDUS. For more information on ASEMUNDUS, see http://www.asem-educationsecretariat.org/en/12184/
19
EAHEP was a project financed by the EU with the aim of enhancing cooperation in higher education between
Asian and European countries. For more information on EAHEP, see http://www.eahep.org/eahep-project/aboutthe-project.html
20
The Asia Pacific Information Infrastructure (APII) is a Korean/Japanese project that has been conducting joint
researches among countries in Asia-Pacific Region by using high speed Internet. GEANT is the network providing
Europe with a fast communications infrastructure serving the research and education community.
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Thanks to its capacity in facilitating Asian and European researchers to “learn together
mutually”, TEIN has already been used by at least 60 million academics in both Asia and
Europe for their education and research (Roe, 2010). Developing a high-leverage
infrastructure and creating a global framework to facilitate linkages across the Eurasian
continent are probably the key factors behind the success of such a project.
The importance of researchers and intellectual exchanges should also be seen in light of the
result that such cooperation may bring: as already said, in order to address cross-bordering
challenges, cross-bordering solutions are needed. Nonetheless, as the following case will
show, proposals and recommendations risk staying in name only, if the stakeholders do not
manage to let their voice be heard.
In 2004, the Asia-Europe Environment Forum (ENVForum) proposed a project, the aim of
which was to support a technological partnership between Asia and Europe on renewable
forms of energy. During a Roundtable sponsored by ASEF on this topic, priority was
accorded to capacity building, education and training as milestones of such a partnership:
an Asia-Europe Technology Exchange for Renewables (AETER) Network was recommended
to serve both as a forum and as a think tank, in order to allow interaction and involvement
of all stakeholders and, at the same time, to influence policy-making. Nevertheless, this
project never got off the ground and in 2007 a panel discussion, held again by the
ENVForum, reaffirmed the need to strengthen Asia-Europe co-operation on renewable
energy and to actually create the AETER Network. Up to now, no further steps have been
taken in this direction and Asia-Europe cooperation on renewable energy seemed to slow
down, while, on the other side, Asians increasingly commenced to cooperate with the US in
this sector.21
This case might thus be illustrative of what happens when issues dealt within the unofficial
process are not sustained by a real political will on one or the other side of the partnership:
the EU, struggling with the financial crisis and with the need to redefine its own identity,
seems to have temporarily lost its ability of exerting a soft power.
In recent years, European relations with Asia have undergone a swinging mood: on the one
side, the EU strategy has been to foster mutual awareness between Europe and Asia and to
promote a non-conventional diplomatic way, involving dialogues with civil society; on the
other hand, however, the EU seemed to have lost its former appeal on Asia, also because of
its internal problems.

Conclusion
The first part of this paper discussed the main theoretical approaches used to explain the
proliferation of regional organisations during the last years, and their utility as tools for
promoting a different way of conducting international relations. As a matter of fact, the
intensification of intra- and interregional relations has added a further level to the existing
system of global governance, moving beyond a pure Westphalian logic.
In the debate between the three main schools of thought in International Relations,
neoregionalism established itself as the best adapted to shed lights on regional phenomena
21

Interview with David Fouquet, 15 July 2011.
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thanks to an interdisciplinary approach, which does not take into account only the national
level, but also the role of sub- and supranational forces in shaping regional outcomes.
Consequently, the elaboration of a neoregionalist theory allowed conceptualising how
material incentives interact with identities and inter-subjective structures during the process
of regional integration (Hurrell, 1995).
Departing from the study of regionalism, neoregionalist theorists saw a potential for
cohesive regions to develop a certain level of actorness, which facilitates the emergence of
inter-regional dialogues. As Gilson puts it, the link between regionalism and interregionalism
is of a twofold nature: if on one side, the intraregional level of cohesion affects the depth of
interregional relations, on the other side regions draw and define their own identity through
the interaction with the others (Gilson, 2005).
In other words, the outcomes of an inter-regional dialogue may depend on the level of
internal integration: if the EU wants to improve the quality of its relations with other
regional organisations, then it should “set its own house in order, undergoing a process of
redefinition of its identity and interests” 22. Up to now the EU’s ability to exert soft power “is
muted owing to a prolonged failure in heeding calls for institutional change and capacitybuilding measures” (Chan, 2010: 144). As Hettne points out, “the future of Europe lies
between an institutionalised polity with a high degree of regionness and a regression to
Westphalianism (if not pre-Westphalianism). (Hettne, 2005: 113).
Briefly, if the European Union becomes able to speak with one voice, a pure interregional
dialogue will have more chances to emerge. The same argument is valid for Asia: for an
interregional relation to work, it is necessary for regions to have developed a capacity to
project themselves outside the region as unitary or at least widely consistent actor.
In order to better explore how these theoretical premises link with reality, the second part
of the paper dealt with the quality – and some limits – of a particular interregional relation,
namely the one that the European Union and a number of Asian countries established under
the so-called Asia-Europe Meeting in 1996.
If realists tend to consider ASEM within the logic of a regional balance of power, seeing it as
a response to APEC, more constructivist approaches have stressed the identity-building
function played by the meetings, as shown by the process of intra-Asian coordination that
they triggered. Moreover, ASEM also represented the effort of European and Asian countries
to foster people-to-people dialogues, with the establishment of ASEF as a third pillar of the
EU-Asia relation. The inclusion of civil society was promoted through the track-two process,
which filled the gap between ASEM and civil society, enhancing at the same time the
process of confidence building. In a nutshell, this allowed civil society to become political,
and namely to be able to identify and interpret social problems (Bersick, 2008).
Nevertheless, looking at the projects and the initiatives sponsored by the Asia-EU
partnership, it was necessary to acknowledge some limits which could undermine the
dialogues’ utility.

22

Interview with David Fouquet, 15 July 2011.
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First of all, an underlying ambiguity of the unofficial diplomatic process lies in the risk of
civil society associations to be co-opted by the governments participating in the dialogue;
secondly, a lack of pragmatism has sometimes turned these meetings into nothing more
than social events, with no concrete achievements besides the formal declarations; and,
thirdly the EU’s attitude towards Asia has seemed at times hesitant, with the result of
lowering Asian’s interest in deepening its relations with the EU.
In light of this, three main recommendations can be made. Firstly, even with limits and
ambiguity, having a dialogue is always better than not: the power of ideas, proposals and
knowledge exchanges cannot be underestimated since, favouring a mutual awareness
enhances the development of a new way of conducting international relations, adding a
people-centred level to the global governance. As more and more political decisions are
taken at supra-national level, emphasis on the democratic legitimacy of political decisions
necessitate involving transnational civil society. Through the process of socialisation
triggered by the interregional interactions, ASEM has proved to be able to foster the intraregional integration, and ultimately, it could contribute to a moderate identity-building
between Asia and Europe, as well as improved communication and mutual understanding.
Secondly, as some observers within the EU institutions noticed, it might be necessary to
rethink back the modality of the EU collaboration with other countries and regions,
developing a more pragmatic approach: beyond formal meetings and official gatherings
Asian countries seem to be more interested in learning from Europe’s technical procedures
and practical activities. As a matter of fact, according to a European official, Asian
delegations sent to Brussels often prefer to find out how the EU carries out very technical
activities like protocolling, archiving, etc., rather than to participate in conferences and
dinners 23 . A more pragmatical approach and a thinking out-of-the-box would add some
dynamism to the interregional process between Asia and Europe.
Finally, if the EU still wants to remain appealing as an example, or even as a model, of
regional integration, it should find more efficient ways of internal coordination with regards
to its external policy and show a stronger stance in promoting its foreign policy agenda and
values in Asia.

23

Interview with a European Officer, 25 July 2011.
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