Defence Services Command & Staff College Lecture,
25th April 2009

European economic relations with Asia – introduction by Ambassador Dr Stefan Frowein
Dear Commandant, Staff and the students of the DSCSC,  

It is always a great pleasure for my colleagues and me to come back to this college to talk about the European Union and its policies. This year I am accompanied by Andrew Barnard who is the new head of our Political & Economic section.
I shall give an introductory discussion of the EU's relations with Asia in general. Andrew will then give a presentation covering EU economic relations with Asia and with Bangladesh in particular. After the presentations, you'll be welcome to ask questions to all of us.

I’d like to begin by telling the story of an economics professor, who year after year set his students the same assignments to write. The history professor was puzzled: wouldn’t that make it easy for lazy students to cheat by copying the work of previous graduates? The economist explained: “In my subject, even if the questions are the same, the answers keep changing.”
So: we shall again be discussing the EU's relations with Asia and Bangladesh. Those of you who were here a year ago may recognise some similarities, especially concerning the history. On the other hand, this is such a wide-ranging subject that there’s much to say that’s different from last year.
* * *
Before discussing relations with Asia, I'd like to give an overview of the European Union:

Europe, like Asia, enjoys a rich diversity of cultural and linguistic traditions. The European Union, earlier known as the European Community, had its beginnings with just 6 Member States. It now has 27 Member States, many of whom were previously divided from each other by ideology or historical animosity. 
Europe’s shared heritage (of conflict as well as cooperation) has led our countries to undertake what has become the most far-reaching exercise in regional integration in the world. We have a single market uniting all the EU countries, and a shared currency of global importance.
Europe’s economy is about the same size as that of Asia. The average European is richer than the average Asian, but there are not so many Europeans as Asians.

The way that the Europe Union conducts its diplomatic relations with other countries is also changing. Last December the Treaty of Lisbon came into force, paving the way for the establishment of a more unified EU diplomatic corps. Thus it’s already possible that next year there’ll be a new EU Ambassador whose background may be not in the European Commission but rather in the foreign service of one of the 27 Member States.
* * *

Historically, the European Union was rather slow to develop its relations with countries in Asia. This is because relations with developing countries were very much influenced by the colonial past of its founding members. In particular, France played a major role in encouraging the development of European relations with Africa ever since the late 1950s.
By contrast, the EU's involvement with Asian and Latin American countries began only in the 1970s, when a more global approach to development policy was launched. Indeed, an overall framework for EC relations with Asian countries came only in 1994 when the European Commission issued a Communication called ''Towards a New Asia Strategy''. That strategy was updated in 2001, and over the years the Commission has also set out separate policy guidelines for specific countries and regions.

* * *

It has sometimes been suggested that even the term ''Asia'' may be a false concept, bestowing an artificial homogeneity on the vastly diverse economic and political geography of the region. But labels matter less than the reality which they represent, and it is the reality of Asia which is of importance for the EU. Thus:

The EU’s Asia strategy covers those countries in South Asia, South-East Asia and North-East Asia which would meet any common definition of Asia. It also covers Australasia – given that the economic and political links of Australia and New Zealand with their neighbours to the north are sufficiently strong that they should be treated as part of the wider Asia-Pacific region.
On the other hand the EU's Asia strategy does not cover certain other regions or countries which might geographically be considered as part of the wider Asia and Asia-Pacific region – Pacific Russia, Central Asia, the developing countries of the Pacific, nor the countries of the Gulf or the Near East. This is because the EU's relations with these countries are dealt with in a different context.

The European Union's political dialogue with key partners in Asia has developed steadily since the 1990s, its trade and investment relations have expanded, and development and economic cooperation have grown. In addition to bilateral relations with individual countries, the EU has been keen to cooperate with regional fora such as ASEAN, SAARC and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). The EU is also engaged with many Asian countries through the ASEM (Asia –Europe Meetings) process.

* * *

Before concluding, I would just like to say how much I’ve enjoyed my time here in Bangladesh. I do expect to be retiring, sometime in the coming months, from my post as the EU's Ambassador here. But, as I will also be retiring from my career in the European Commission, I shall have more freedom to make my own plans. And one of my plans is to keep up some form of active interest in this fascinating country and its wonderful people.
I shall now hand over to Andrew, who will give a presentation focusing more on the EU’s economic relations with Asia and with Bangladesh in particular.
