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LAUNCHED in 1996 to underline Europe’s growing interest in forging stronger links with Asia’s rapidly growing economies, Asia-Europe Meetings (Asem) now count 45 member countries, including India and Pakistan which joined last year. 

The meeting held in Hanoi on May 25-26 condemned not only the North Korean nuclear tests but also issued an unusual joint Asia-Europe appeal for the lifting of political restrictions on Burmese opposition leader Ms Aung San Suu Kyi. All participants denounced protectionism and vowed to work together for a global economic recovery. Very impressive, right? 

Yes and no. True, the Hanoi meeting reconfirmed that in an interdependent world, Asian flashpoints are watched with concern not only by the region’s major players, especially China, Japan and South Korea, but by countries in faraway Europe. Although not a member of the six-party talks aimed at stopping Pyongyang’s nuclear programme, the European Union is concerned about the global security implications of North Korea’s nuclear ambitions just like the US. After all, the EU wants to be a global player. 

The EU is also leading global efforts to convince the generals in Burma to stop violating human rights and deal fairly and decently with the opposition. The messages were certainly important. But, Europe — once again — was missing or at least poorly represented. 

While almost all Asian governments sent their foreign ministers to the meeting in Hanoi, only one-third of their 27 EU counterparts turned up for the two-day gathering. EU External Relations Commissioner Benita Ferrero-Waldner was present for the opening session — and then promptly left for home, having also decided to give a subsequent meeting with ministers of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) in Cambodia a miss. 

It’s not the first time that EU foreign ministers have failed to attend an Asem meeting, especially ones that are held in Asia. Often, only the foreign ministers of the current and future EU presidency turn up to represent their other hardworking colleagues. European policymakers insist that this is not meant as a snub to Asia. Officials from both sides spend months preparing for the different Asem meetings which also include gatherings of health, economic and 

labour affairs ministers. Communiqués are issued, ministers hold bilateral meetings and press conferences. Asem remains important and Europe takes Asia very seriously, officials say. 

EU politicians, however, are a different cup of tea. There is no denying that the global crisis has meant that even the most Eurocentric EU governments are paying increased attention to Asia. Europeans need not only Asian markets for their flagging exports but also Asian investments to prop up their ailing economies. Also, cheap Asian imports are helping to keep down inflation in Europe during the current downturn. As EU Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso said at an Asem summit in Beijing last October: “We swim together or we sink together.” 

Despite the pro-Asia rhetoric, however, Europe’s political leaders have yet to show that they want a real political and economic discussion with their Asian counterparts. As a result, Europe’s relations with Asian countries remain largely uninspiring. China dominates the EU landscape — but even those ties are fraught with problems over climate change, human rights and the EU’s refusal to lift its arms embargo on Beijing. EU-Japan relations can only be described as unexciting and Europeans also seem largely disconnected from new and fast-moving economic and political changes taking place in Asean. Meanwhile, relations between Europe and South Asia remain low-key. 

Significantly, with Europeans failing to take centre-stage in Hanoi, China was in the spotlight with many observers applauding Beijing for taking what they considered a strong position on North Korea and Burma. Pressure from Beijing is widely seen as key to resolving both issues, and China, a permanent UN Security Council member, is being looked to for leadership on a range of other issues. 

Asem ministers said they “strongly urge” North Korea not to conduct further tests and to comply with UN resolutions, and called on Pyongyang to immediately return to six-party talks aimed at ending its nuclear programme. “Bearing in mind the need to maintain peace and stability in the region and the international non-proliferation regime, ministers condemn the underground nuclear test ... which constitutes a clear violation of the six-party agreements and the relevant UNSC resolutions and decisions,” the Asem statement said. 

A separate, more general statement at the end of the meeting in Hanoi said the ministers had discussed Burma “in light of the concern about the recent developments” relating to Suu Kyi. “They called for the early release of those under detention and the lifting of restrictions placed on political parties,” it added. Some diplomats sensed that China had adopted a fresh tone on Myanmar and had been constructive on North Korea. “We can certainly say that they have not been pushing on the brake. I’m not saying that they’re pushing on the accelerator either, but they are not holding things up,” Finland’s Foreign Minister Alexander Stubb said. 

China’s prominence at the Hanoi meeting is no surprise. Beijing is a major economic partner for most Asian countries and has increasing political clout in the region. The new US administration is also paying more attention to Asia. Unlike the EU, the US focus is not exclusively on China. During her ground-breaking Asian tour earlier this year, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited Japan, China, South Korea, Indonesia as well as the Asean secretariat in Jakarta. If Europe wants to really count in Asia, it has to widen its horizons and deepen its dialogue with all major players in the region. And that means looking beyond China.

The writer is Dawn’scorrespondent in Brussels. 

