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This year’s enlargement of the European Union proves that European integration has not lost its appeal. On May 1, 2004 a process entered into a new phase which has started in 1989 when the communist regimes in Eastern Europe crumbled under their contradictions. 

Although the economic dimension of enlargement is important, one should not overlook that this enlargement is a major political process in European history, based on the will expressed freely by millions of people. Enlargement is not a bureaucratic exercise, but it takes place as the people in the new Member States see their destiny, their future in EU, despite some anxieties. Overcoming half a century of oppression, of planned economy which has left traces in the political systems and the minds of the people is indeed a challenge. Admitting 10 new Member States at once is in itself another challenge – so far the EU has been growing gradually over decades.

Since 1 May 2004 the European Union represents a market of 450 million consumers accounting for a quarter of the world’s trade as well as more than 40% of the world’s outward investment. Businesses will profit not only from larger markets, but also from a single set of trade rules, a single tariff, and a single set of administrative procedures across the EU’s Single Market. This is bound to have a positive effect on Asian companies in general and Japanese
 companies in particular. 

Politically, enlargement will also have a positive effect on EU-Asia relations. Enlargement will give Asian countries the opportunity to interact more closely with the new Member States, such as in the preparations for annual summits with Japan, China, South Korea and India; in the structured EU-ASEAN relations, the EU’s participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) or the ASEM (Asia Europe Meeting)
 process. An enlarged EU will also give the Union more clout in multilateral organisations such as the UN and the WTO where Asian countries, like Japan, China and India are extremely important partners for the EU.

Thus, it is not only no surprise but it also seems natural that the EU should be the champion of inter-regionalism as it has reached the deepest degree of regional integration worldwide. These inter-regional relations are handled in varying formats, differing in intensity and broadness of approach; they include i.a. the EU-ASEAN partnership
, the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (Barcelona Process)
, the Cotonou Process
, EU-Mercosur
, EU-Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf (GCC) 
, EU-South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
, EU-South African Development Community (SADC), the Summit between the Heads of State and Government of Latin America, the Caribbean and the European Union
, the EU-Andean Summit
. 

In addition to being a partner in some of the meetings mentioned, East Asian states in particular have added to ASEAN the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and the ASEAN Plus Three process. ASEAN is planning to enhance its orbit in entering into ASEAN-Closer Economic Relations (CER) talks with Australia and New Zealand this fall, perhaps a precursor to these two countries joining an East Asian Community – a project which is gaining momentum
. Furthermore, ASEAN is engaged in free trade talks with China, Japan and soon India. While the latter are in contrast to the former intra-regional developments, they have important repercussions on inter-regional relations, as demonstrated by the current problem of ASEM enlargement. 

Globalisation

Although paradoxical, globalisation fosters intra- and inter-regional cooperation as it redistributes importance to regions. Regions are a combination of concentration and expansion, complementing societal denationalisation at an intermediate level. Czempiel describes this process: “The characteristic of the present world is not globalisation but regionalisation. Only the United States can claim to pursue a genuine global policy. All other states, even large associations of states like the European Union, act within regionally condensed zones of interdependence. The most important consequence of interdependence, denationalisation of the state, is inherent in the notion of globalisation, although not expressed by it.”
 In an interdependent system actors are sensitive and vulnerable to actions taken by them; because of the complexity of the systems involved various channels of transmission of actions (or non-actions) can be used. Nye/Keohane therefore coined the term “complex interdependence”
 of globalised economies which is at the same time at the origin and a result of intensified inter- and intra-regional co-operation. Weakening the efficacy of national policy instruments, globalisation creates the need to communicate within emerging transnational spheres of interaction, to organise the future of togetherness, and to provide collective means for managing global public goods, as well as to provide crisis management in a societal world. Regional or inter-regional cooperation or the pooling of sovereignty in a higher form of integration can provide new policy instruments to at least partially remedy this situation. The closer context provided by regional or inter-regional cooperation allows actors to remain more in control over actions taken while reaching the global level. ASEM can play a useful role along these lines: “As the global environment continues to press them to resolve joint action problems in a more imaginative way, the growing importance of inter-regional economic engagement will become clearer. Indeed, globalisation can be seen to create new challenges requiring state, regional and even inter-regional responses. In addition, ASEM’s tri-pillared structure enables different issues to be discussed across a range of perspectives, thereby integrating the political aspects of economic affairs.”

Forming a regional identity 

The European Union recognises the diversity of Asia in political, economic, cultural, religious, historical and geographical terms as spelt out in the Asia Strategy, first published in 1994
, updated in 2001
. Therefore it is only consequent that a specific strategy for a special partnership with South East Asia was developed in 2003.
 

This recognition guided the founding fathers of ASEM in 1996. Asian partners foresaw two Asian coordinators, one on behalf of the then seven ASEAN countries, another one on behalf of the North East Asian partners, the “Plus 3” of the later established ASEAN Plus Three. In the sub-regional context, ASEAN members have developed a certain culture of cooperation and coordination, although at a low level of integration: the “ASEAN way”
 assures consensus based actions only and non-interference in internal affairs. Since the ASEAN Manila Summit (1999) there are some timid efforts to soften this principle that limits the problem solving capacity of ASEAN. Thailand, attempting to fill the power vacuum created by the disappearance of Indonesia as leader of ASEAN after the Asian Financial Crisis which brought the down-fall of long time President Suharto, established the “Bangkok process” to facilitate or accelerate democratic change in Myanmar. Although a Thai and not ASEAN initiative, it might be another step in the direction of establishing a regional problem solving capacity. 

Rodolfo Severino, as a former ASEAN Secretary General an expert on ASEAN affairs with insider knowledge, recognises the value of the aloof ASEAN Way in its historic context but admonishes ASEAN leaders to adapt to the realities of the 21st century “[T]he ‘ASEAN Way’ has been useful, even indispensable to ASEAN in the twentieth century – informality and the avoidance of legalism, pragmatism and flexibility, national sovereignty and non-interference, and equality of membership. They will remain essentially valid. However, they have to be modified and adjusted in application if ASEAN is to continue to be relevant and effective in the twenty-first century.”
 The most important remedy he prescribes, softening the principle of non-interference (“to do something about people beyond their borders who are suffering from mistreatment or oppression or are perceived to be mistreated or oppressed”
) would sit well with the foreign policy objectives of the EU. He invites ASEAN to “adopt certain norms of behaviour that can be accepted by all and on which governments can be called to account. Such norms might declare as unacceptable such barbarism as torture, the worst forms of child labor, the abuse of women and children, the use of rape as an instrument of warfare or of state power, the overthrow of legitimate governments by military force, discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, language, culture or religion.”
  

Despite historic animosities the three North East Asian states China, Japan and South Korea, chartered new ground – learning to coordinate themselves in such diverse and sensitive areas as politics, economics and social, cultural, intellectual and people-to-people matters is work in slow progress. The need to merge South East and North East Asian views into one Asian view when meeting European partners is an important contribution to forging a regional identity and confidence building among Asian partners who still regard each other with a fair amount of suspicion
 – Japan by all other Asians because of its military past
, China as the emerging economic power whose final goal – either regional cooperation or dominance, be it coupled or not with world wide ambitions – remains unclear.

While Europe represented by the EU is well established in terms of regionalism as well as regionalisation, the two Asian regions (South and North East Asia) are far less so. Although ASEAN has developed a certain degree of coherence over the years and can rely on a Secretariat, ASEAN enlargement in 1997 has de facto lead to an ASEAN 7 plus 3 because of the wide differences in economic but also political
 terms of the three new members. (ASEAN summits have designed various initiatives to foster coherence; being represented as ASEAN 10 in ASEM is one of them.)  North East Asia is even less of a region as the socialisation process has only recently gained momentum. Although Dittmer harbours doubts as to whether North East Asia has all the ingredients to qualify as a region
 he concludes, that it “is a region that finds itself still in the early stages of the long march toward institutionalized regionalization…emerging as the world’s dynamo, containing both its most advanced economies and its largest and most rapidly developing ones.”

Thus, on the Asian side ASEM contributed to the formation of ASEAN Plus Three through the learning process initiated by the above-mentioned double coordinatorship exercised by South and North East Asian partners. It was only with considerable difficulties, if at all, that Asian partners were able to forge a unified Asian view on difficult political issues; on several occasions Asian coordinators had to content themselves in presenting various views, leaving decision to the dynamics of plenary meetings. While this procedure is not the most efficient one, the meetings of Asian senior officials in preparing ASEM meetings contribute to strengthening cohesion among the two East Asian groupings.

On the EU side, the comprehensive nature of ASEM, built on three pillars mentioned above, challenged the EU to further develop a common strategy, based on the New Asia Strategy of 1994. In preparation for ASEM Summits, the European Commission published policy papers called “Commission staff working papers”
 to facilitate preparations by Member States; as these documents are in the public domain, Asian ASEM partners could also profit from them. 

Thus, not only Asians but also the EU faces challenges from its traditional working method of differentiation according to the three EU pillars, which are different from the three pillars of ASEM.  Therefore, the dual co-ordination role of the Presidency and the European Commission in all three areas, including political and cultural issues, requires pragmatism. This pragmatic challenge became more acute when the host of an event differed from the Presidency in the Union, which gave rise to precarious questions of chairmanship (such as the ASEM Economic Ministers Meeting in Berlin held under the Finnish Presidency). The role of the European Commission as the only permanent ASEM coordinator created an institutional advantage which was accepted by ASEM partners and allowed the Commission to become a driving force in the process and not just a kind of secretariat, although it often serves as the institutional memory and provides guidance. The EC has developed a comprehensive website
 which also functions as a public quasi archive for the process. 

Uniquely, the EC has been part of ASEM in addition to the Union’s Member States from the very beginning, bringing the number of European partners to 16. This fuelled some tensions with the Council Secretariat as it was not accepted by Asian partners as an independent player. On a higher level, the participation of the High Representative for Foreign Policy caused problems too: Asian partners resisted attempts by presidencies to get him invited to ASEM Summits as that would have increased the existing numerical imbalance. However, the participation of the High Representative in ASEM Foreign Ministers Meetings was not a problem, although Mr. Solana participated only once, in Madrid in 2002. Thus, Asian ASEM partners only partly accepted changes in the institutional set-up of the EU which occurred after the initiation of the process in 1996
. Political opportunism aside, this attitude signals that Asian ASEM partners have not regarded ASEM as bloc-to-bloc exercise; however, they changed their attitude when arguing from 2001 onwards for the inclusion of the three missing ASEAN members in ASEM to be present as ASEAN 10, threatening otherwise to not accept the ten new EU Member States in 2004. 

In sum, ASEM contributes to intra-regional identity building, primarily but certainly not only in the economic field as Gilson seems to imply. “ The growing economic dialogue between the EU and East Asia now gives them jointly a new language of discussion and, as a consequence, a more coherent identity for the Asian counterpart. Collective participation of the Asian ASEM states in international economic institutions, including ASEM, as well as a growing web of intra-regional Asian linkages ensure greater recognition of the region as a coherent economic entity.”

Inter-regionalism and new regionalism

Studies in inter-regionalism underline that the interactions between regions have a direct impact on the players involved. Through interactions, the specificities of each region are highlighted which contributes to their further development and to the identity building of the regions, a sort of “fostering regionalism through inter-regionalism”
. In addition, “[t]he growing numbers of regional actors created a need for intermediaries linking global and regional institutions and (at the lower end of the international system), regional and national policy making levels.” Applied to East Asia, Gilson argues that
 ”ASEM has contributed towards the self-identification of an ‘East Asia’ region, by providing a functional structure and a cognitive backdrop for new forms of collective behaviour.” Constructivists would argue that ASEM shapes the Asian region: “For the first time in the modern era, Asia is emerging as a distinct regional state system – a cluster of strong, prosperous, independent states dealing intensively and continuously with one another in diplomatic, strategic and economic matters.”

Inter-regionalism may contribute to remedying the shortcomings of bilateral relations faced with the growing complexities of globalisation. The necessity for a flexible, pragmatic, functionalist, procedural approach explains the specific (non) institutional design of inter-regionalist dialogues, such as ASEM, meant to be primarily a dialogue forum. 
Gilson calls it a “cluster of relationships”, involving two regions “built on different sets of socioeconomic and political histories”, as well as “distinct and in many respects incomparable notions of collectivity.”
 Dent refers to ASEM as a “trans-regional” as opposed to “inter-regional” process, attributing the “establishment of common ‘spaces’ between and across regions in which constituent agents…operate and have close associative ties with each other.” The four major spaces of interaction identified are economic, business, political and socio-cultural spaces.
  Rüland contrasts ASEM as a “transregional forum” with “inter-regional dialogues” which are “group-to-group dialogues without common overarching institutions”. In his view “trans-regional fora have a more diffuse membership” than inter-regional ones. They develop “[t]hrough common, albeit loose institutions…some form of independent actor-ness that distinguishes them from group-to-group dialogues.”

ASEM also meets some of the characteristics of the “new regionalism” as analysed by Breslin/Higgott
. Most ASEM partners are engaged “in any number of overlapping regional endeavours without sensing that there may be contradictions in such a process”
 – on the European side this applies to the many inter-regional arrangements mentioned at the beginning of this paper, on the Asian side APEC and the Forum for East Asia - Latin American Cooperation (FEALAC)
 stand out.  Stakeholders in ASEM also comprise the described “complex cocktail of state actors, interstate and global institutions and non-state actors (especially multinational corporations, emerging civil society organisations and NGOs) that all have an effect on regional outcomes.”

Inter-regionalism contacts also shape the very nature of its constituent parts through an ongoing reiteration of “set shared cognitive, normative and juridical assumptions.”
  Analogue to states in the international system, interaction between regions leads to constructing identities through mutual recognition, reference and reassertion.  This could eventually lead to the emergence of new actors as the case of ASEM proves. ASEAN was particularly prolific in the intra- and inter-regional context: in the former in setting up ARF, ASEAN Plus Three and ASEM respectively. Acharya attributes an important role to external influences in shaping the South East Asian region: “…while the recognition of Southeast Asia as a political region during the Cold War was the result of global geopolitical currents and outside perceptions and influences, genuine and lasting recognition came only in the course of the efforts by Southeast Asian regionalists to manage regional conflicts (such as the Cambodia conflict) and seek out collective positions vis-à-vis outside powers.”

Taking into account these specificities of ASEM an effort will be made in the following to explain ASEM in an eclectic way, combining elements of various theories of international relations such as Realism, Neo-realism, Neo-liberalism, Functionalism, Regime theory and “Pragmatism”.

Analysed from the realists’ point of view, engaging the EU was a manoeuvre to counterbalance in a first step primarily the economic influence of the US, exercised bilaterally as well as through APEC. However, ASEM can only serve as an instrument for soft-power. National interest between Asian and European ASEM partners is not dominated by balance of power considerations but rather by a shared interest in economic development. Therefore, as they are not direct political competitors in their respective regions they have an interest in cooperation. Since states are rational actors, they will engage in cooperation if it contributes to maximising their benefits and serves their long-term interests. Engaging China multilaterally has been in the long-term interest of ASEM partners and therefore another important feature of ASEM notwithstanding that China is a founding member of ASEM. This interest was shared by China, which through participation in various international fora (ASEM, APEC, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, ASEAN Plus Three, the Boao Forum, the Tumen River Area Development Programme…) wants “to allay concerns among its neighbors in both Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia that China poses an economic threat (or, for that matter, a political or security threat).”
.

For liberal institutionalists, the mere existence of shared interests between two or more parties does not necessarily lead towards cooperation. Keohane
 underlines that cooperation requires active attempts to adjust policies in order to attain results acceptable for all; such behaviour, however, does not necessarily exclude conflicts. China’s participation in the above-mentioned international fora seems to match this scenario, especially when one takes into account China’s endeavours in the run-up to joining the WTO and China’s responsible monetary policy during the Asian Financial Crisis.    

This economic focus of ASEM goes back to the origins of ASEM in the early 1990s: During the heydays of South East Asian economic development, the “Tigers” in particular, driven by export lead growth policies, were interested in enlarging the sphere of stability in bringing in North East Asia and Europe; the inter-regional connection to North America was already established through APEC.  The EU as an economic but not as a military player was in a similar position as the larger ASEAN states on the one hand and Japan on the other. 

Thus, ASEM provides in the liberal theory a forum for positive interaction between states. Liberal thought is based on the assumption of the pacifying and mutually reinforcing impact of increasing economic interdependence, the spread of democracy and increasing importance of international institutions. In the Asian view, common interests are strongest in the economic pillar. Confidence building through political and bureaucratic elites is regarded as a first important step especially in the first (political) pillar, before cooperation should be enlarged to “all sectors of society”. The Europeans tend to underline that all three pillars command the same importance and value, reflecting a partnership of equals. While this argument is conceptually correct, it cannot mar the fact that economic considerations stood at the cradle of the process. Liberals would recognise economic interdependence as the reason for international cooperation while realists would evaluate economics as an important determinant of power or – in the neo-realists view – of the international structure.

However, in building ASEM ab initio on three pillars, i.e. adding politics and people-to-people/cultural policy to economics, the door was open for more comprehensive cooperation.  ASEM is providing a framework for interactions in a wide field of areas implemented according to an intensive meeting schedule between bi-annual summits. This wide approach also meets European interests as the EU is striving to carve out a more political role for itself ever since the establishment of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). Therefore, when setting up ASEM, neither the EU nor the Asian partners were performing in a chaotic international environment: After the Treaties of Maastricht and Amsterdam the EU had already reached an unprecedented depth of integration and prepared the introduction of a single currency; ASEAN in turn pursued its enlargement from seven to ten members and actively sought the engagement of the North East Asian neighbours. ASEM turned into a political tool to enlarge Asian cooperation thereby foreshadowing the ASEAN Plus Three concept which ultimately could lead to the above mentioned East Asian Community. Furthermore, compared to today, at the time of setting up ASEM, the UN system that had weathered the Gulf War looked stronger than today after the non-authorised Iraq War, therefore raising the expectations for a less chaotic international environment.

Defining the common interest of the widely varying and different actors in ASEM is not an easy task. In my view, the founding fathers of ASEM met over the pursuance of these different but complementary goals:

· For the EU to lay the foundation for a more comprehensive partnership with Asian partners, burying the colonial past and putting to an end a eurocentric view of foreign policy;

· ASEAN members to enhance economic cooperation with Europe and North East Asia, particularly in engaging the then more closed China;

· all Asian partners to counterbalance US hegemony in engaging Europe;

· Japan to engage with partners in a multilateral setting, thereby hoping to overcome bilateral reluctance because of historic resentments.

Contrary to the realist theory, ASEM is not based on efforts by states to overcome their insecurity as Asia and Europe started in the 1990s from a position of economic wellbeing and relative political stability. The new ASEM relationship very quickly had to stand the test of the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997/98. National interest defined in terms of economic stability nurtured interest in inter-regional cooperation in a globalised world economy, which in turn created side effects in politics and people-to-people/cultural spheres, intended by the European side, but only reluctantly accepted by the Asian partners. (This reluctance came to the fore in the process of updating the AECF for the Seoul Summit where it was adopted as AECF 2000.)

ASEM does not fit another element of realism: it is not built on states as the unitary actors as it includes non-state actors in its economic pillar (business representatives in working level meetings in the context of the Investment Promotion Action Plan, senior official meetings and meetings of ASEM Economic Ministers in addition to the Asia Europe Business Forum) as well as in the third pillar.
Again this concept is clearly accepted primarily by European actors; while there is some support in the economic pillar (Singapore and to some extend by Japan) there was quite a bit of reluctance in the third pillar. In 2000 Asian partners were, for example, not willing to accept the inclusion of the term “civil society” in the updated AECF 2000, but finally settling for “all sectors of society” except in one case
 because of editorial oversight. However, this wider approach is in line with the variety of national interests pursued by all players because of the plethora of stakeholders involved in foreign policy making. In this respect, the view expressed by Dato Deva Mohamed Ridzam signals a welcome development: “… [if] bonding is indeed at the very heart of the ‘not-so-stated’ aim of ASEM, then it is definitely important that ASEM partners reach out to members of civil society who play the role of multipliers of what can be called the Asia-Europe message…bonding between the two regions of the Euro/Asian continent can only be meaningful when initiatives and projects involve societies and peoples of both regions as close to grassroots level as possible…bonding is the aim, the goal and the objective, while ASEM is only an instrument…”
 This is a sign of growing acceptance that ASEM was not designed as a single-issue cooperative framework limited to economic issues.

ASEM enlargement and the limits of inter-regional relations

The creation and development of ASEM reflect a change in the international system. Inter- or trans-regionalism, championed by the uniqueness of the EU, necessitates change in the interaction of the many participants/stakeholders of the process, their divergent interests and varying degrees of internal institutionalisation and administrative capacity.
The ASEM enlargement debate is a telling example: Due the high degree of institutionalisation of the EU, it is difficult or even impossible to imagine, that not all Member States of the Union participate in the process. Recognition of this fact by Asian ASEM partners would however lead to an automaticity of enlargement on the European side, while Europeans would maintain control over enlargement on the Asian side, as there is no institution with a comparable depth of integration on the Asian side. Historically ASEM was formed by what we call today ASEAN Plus Three (minus Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos) and the Member States of the EU and the European Commission, but there was no clear expression of whether ASEM should become a bloc-to-bloc exercise. On the contrary, AECF 2000 clearly has individual accessions in mind: “each candidature should be examined on the basis of its own merits and in light of its potential contribution to the ASEM process”
. Furthermore, ASEAN-ASEM partners did not ask for the participation of Myanmar and Laos as well as Cambodia when they joined ASEAN in 1997 and 1999 respectively, but only in 2000. Rüland described this situation as typical for transregional organisations, as their diffuse membership “does not necessarily coincide with regional organizations and may include member states from more than two regions. New members of regional organizations represented in a transregional forum will not be automatically allowed to enter the respective forum.”
 Today’s ASEAN Plus Three has a higher degree of formalisation then back in 1996; recognising its present membership as the Asian ASEM part could solve today’s problem in a pragmatic way, but create more problems in the future: a limitation to ASEAN Plus Three would for the foreseeable future exclude other Asian partners which have already expressed an interest in joining: India, Pakistan, Russia, Australia, New Zealand, which in contrast to East Timor are unlikely to ever join the ASEAN. This problem highlights one of the shortcomings of the beginning of the process: the Asia-Europe Meeting was a misnomer; it comprised the EU and a large part of East Asia, but neither the whole of “Europe” nor the whole of “Asia”
. The solution to the problem is either a pragmatic enlargement in taking in those interested without a screening process comparable to those candidate countries to the EU have to go through, which inevitably poses the question of the sustainability of ASEM at least in its present form, or a clear definition by an ASEM Summit, that ASEM shall be a process bringing together the EU and ASEAN Plus Three (or a future East Asian Community)
. Both decisions carry a political price, while the latter in clearly limiting participation is the more costly one.
If ASEM were to become an international organisation, it could then in turn become an independent actor in establishing links with other organisations, like SAARC, SCO, APEC or others. This would contribute to the development of an interactive network of trans-regional organisation responding to a political need that is the product of a new regionalism. This new regionalism is “less state-centric, has a greater recognition of the importance of processes of politics and the role of non-state actors in these processes and recognises the degree to which the idea of a region is as much socially constructed as it is economically determined”
. In developing independent actorness, these inter- and intra-regional organisations could facilitate the conduct of diplomacy in the future in not only reducing the number of participants but also the need for many meetings through representing regions.  

Finding a solution to this problem and maintaining interest in ASEM is the key to assuring the relevance of the process. While the working hypothesis is that both Europeans and Asians are interested in the process, the competition for the attention especially of (top) politicians from both sides is on. Because of globalisation, time has become a scarce commodity, the organisation of summits and other meetings a costly and risky business. With the growth of integration or regionalisation in all its different facets, in addition to commitments to global institutions like the UN or other inter-regional processes, the human resources and administrative capabilities of many potential participants, whether developed or developing, are more and more overstretched. Therefore choices have to be made: rationalising processes and agendas, avoiding duplications, creating synergies among international meetings and their agendas, thereby increasing the utility of the various processes is the only means to avoid voting by feed. Non-attendance or attendance on an inferior level adds to tensions and leads to disappointment, accusation of lack of interest and runs thereby counter to what inter-regional processes want to achieve. ASEM has to face these challenges too: Although the track record of summit attendances is very good
, meeting fatigue settles in at some lower levels. In sum, ASEM, the EU-ASEAN dialogue, the various bilateral summits in the region demand streamlining and an organisational check-up.

“ASEM will only flourish if governments are capable of lifting their attention beyond the crisis of the moment in the immediate neighbourhood, and focusing more broadly on the public good.”
 If Europe were to concentrate on itself and on “Wider Europe” and Asian partners on ASEAN Plus Three  - both for good reasons like on the European side ratifying and implementing the first Constitution for Europe, negotiating further EU-enlargement, incorporating the Mediterranean area and bringing peace to the Balkans and the Middle East or, on the Asian side,  developing an Asian Free Trade Area (AFTA), an Asian Monetary Fund, an Asian security forum or an East Asian Union with an Asian currency -  weakening the Asia-Europe relationship would be a loss for both partners, as many of the challenges to be mastered by both are essentially the same. They have to be addressed at various times in different circumstances, but they allow a mutually enriching exchange of views and after all, globalisation whose child ASEM is will stay with us and thereby provides the justification for this sui generis form of inter- or transregional cooperation. This feature of uniqueness has also lead authors to raise the “question of usefulness and fit of European-centered theories for the Asia-Pacific region”
.

Last but not least, having a forum without the participation of the only remaining hegemon, the United States, which is however not directed against the US, allows a focus on the above-mentioned issues in the context of the Asia–Europe side of the triangle, thereby linking the Europeans more closely to the Asian partners and vice versa. From the Asian perspective, at least in the present set-up Europe and the EU are further entrenched as synonyms. This mutual recognition and reassertion of the other’s region region-ness respectively raises the profile of each region in a global context and facilitates positive engagement.

Future Challenges

James Hoge has recently asked whether the United States is ready to face “[t]he transfer of power from West to East [which] is gathering pace and soon will dramatically change the context for dealing with international challenges – as well as the challenges themselves.”
 The EU can built in addition to the tight network of bilateral relations of its Member States on specific Community instruments in the economic, developmental  but increasingly also political field which supplement the former but also add an new element to international relations in the form of inter-regional diplomacy.

Based on these instruments outlined in this paper, the EU will have to further develop the role it can usefully play in Asia. It will have to ascertain its relative positioning vis-à-vis the United States and Russia, taking into account that unlike the US or Russia the EU has no military presence in region. Therefore it will rather concentrate on the political, economic and cultural instruments of foreign policy as opposed to military means. Working with the main regional powers, Japan – China – India, understanding their mutual relationships, their vying for influence in Asia and their positioning vis-à-vis external actors, will be the key determinate to meet the challenge of a re-emerging Asia and its growing strength. 
Given the limited financial, administrative and logistical resources of the EU a focussed approach will be required. One of the options is the forging of special partnerships with a few selected partners in the form of annual summits, accompanied by concrete working or action plans or structured relations with regional organisations of a certain depth of cooperation or integration which would overlay to a certain degree the bilateral relations. The fine tuning of these relations would need careful analysis and discussion with partners concerned to assure the optimal use of scarce resources. 
As the EU is the most ambitious but also most successful integration mechanism, it  is not only in a unique position to share its more than 50 years of experience with Asian partners, without attempting to export or impose any model, but also in a position to contribute further to introduce a new form of diplomacy, the inter-regional approach. Such an attempt could be successful as integrative forces are gaining momentum, not only in East Asia (ASEAN, ASEAN Plus 3) but also in South Asia (SAARC); regional or bilateral free trade arrangements have recently been concluded, are under negotiation or being studied. In this context of economic regional integration van der Geest warns that the “absence of the EU in the development of these new ‘manifestations’ of regionalism [inter-regional trade liberalisation; comprehensive economic partnerships] in Asia, while the US, Japan, China and others actively participate, would be to the detriment of the interests of EU business.”
 His proposal to “[p]luri-lateralising the ‘positive externalities’ of an inter-regional EU-ASEAN FTA towards other credible partners [as a] stepping stone towards the inter-regional and multi-lateral levels”
 to Chile and progressively to Doha signatories appears over-ambitious when the European Commission tries to avoid deflecting attention and resources from the Doha Round, brought back on track only in July 2004 after the failure of Cancun.
However, strengthening the multilateral trading system in providing global governance through a strong WTO is a good example of problems faced by actors on the international scene in today’s globalised world where only co-operative solutions and not unilateral or bilateral ones can work. Hence multilateral or inter-regional approaches gain importance as they provide a higher degree of problem solving capacity in the form of regional or global governance.  

The EU will have to identify means to make the “value added” which the Union can provide more visible. The interest of the EU and its problem solving capacity is more than the sum of 25 national interests and strength. While some Member States, like Luxembourg or the Baltic States, might not have a strong interest in Asia, they would nevertheless support an Asia strategy and engage in community policies, they otherwise would not undertake themselves. To achieve this goal, the various policies of Member States should be brought in line with the overall Asian policy, which is another important, internal function of the Framework. This task should be facilitated by the newly created post of a European Foreign Minister. Therefore, the Constitution for Europe itself will pose a challenge for the Asian partners of the Union. Once the European Foreign Minister will assume his functions
, the EU will be represented by one person (or the Delegations of the European Union respectively), providing the telephone number of Europe which Henry Kissinger was asking for decades ago. This will create a  numerical imbalance in meetings if Asian partners will not have a comparable depth of integration as the 25 or more foreign ministers will no longer be expected to participate in all the various inter- regional meetings. 

European nations have a long standing historical, cultural, trading relationship with Asia, a few Member States have former colonial links – all these elements project national images. In addition, the EU in general and the European Commission specifically attempt to develop, to project a European image, in addition to the national ones. The euro might give this attempt an important boost, but more has to be done to put Europe on the mental map as a political and economic factor and to make sure that Robert Schuman is not confused with a famous piano player and composer and Jean Monnet with a famous French painter.
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