European Union and Asia:  West meeting the East

Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet,

 Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God's great Judgment Seat;

The Ballad of East and West, Rudyard Kipling 

It is always a great pleasure to come back to you to talk about the European Union and its policies. Last year I had talked about EU's policy towards Asia here with one of my European colleagues assisting me. Today I am accompanied by two Bangladeshi colleagues: Razi, who works as Delegation's Trade Advisor and Rubayat, the Economic Affairs Officer of the Delegation. I shall be talking for about 10 minutes painting a broad canvas of EU's relations with Asia and my colleagues would then go about some power point presentations to fill up the details. As usual, after our presentations, you are free to ask questions on the topic and beyond.

Gentlemen, when the English poet Kipling, the famous author of Kim and the Jungle Book, wrote those lines, about 120 years ago, he did not dream that someday  defence officials from UK, one of our Member States, would help Bangladesh to set up the Staff College and later the National Defence College. West had certainly made great endeavor to meet east, as we would see in next few minutes how the European Union took steps to meet Asia over the years. 

Before I embark on the discussion on EU's policy towards Asia, I have to remind you that I would talk about the position of the European Commission, the EU institution, which has the responsibility of initiating and implementing the EU policies in the area of its competence after approval by the Council. I hope you had a chance to glance through the small booklet given to you earlier which explains how EU works.

It is well known that the involvement of the European Union, earlier known as the European Community, with developing countries has been heavily influenced by the colonial past of some of its founding members. In particular, France had played a decisive role in shaping European policies since the late 1950s, towards the primacy of Africa .By contrast, Asian and Latin American developing countries have historically received less attention, even though purely economic factors would have suggested more European attention, given the dynamism of many Asian economies, the historical links of Latin America with Europe, let alone the size of both markets for EU exports.

The EU's involvement with Asian and Latin American countries or the non-associated countries dates back no earlier than the 1970s, when a global development policy was launched by the Commission through the Paris Declaration of 1971, involving the broadening of policies' range implemented at that time, plus a call for coordination and harmonization with Member States' individual strategies. That approach remains in vogue with further fine tuning through successive EU Treaties. Of course, joining of UK in the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1971 certainly represented a major factor for the shift in Community's emphasis, given the economic and political ties of UK with the Commonwealth countries.

The European Commission first set out an overall framework for EC relations with Asian countries in its 1994 Communication '' Towards a New Asia Strategy''. The next Communication – ''Europe and Asia: A Strategic Framework for Enhanced Partnerships'' in 2001, updates the 1994 strategy, taking account of key developments in the intervening years, and establishing a comprehensive strategic framework for EU's relations with Asia and its sub-regions in the coming decades. Over the years the Commission has also set out separate policy guidelines for specific countries and regions.

In last few years EU's political dialogue with key partners in the region has intensified, and its trade and investment relations have expanded. There has been a modest growth in EU's development and economic cooperation with Asian countries. In addition to the bilateral engagements, EU has shown keen interest in cooperating with regional fora like ASEAN, SAARC and also ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). The most notable example of EU's engagement with Asia, albeit specific for a region, is the ASEM (Asia –Europe Meetings) process. But much remains to be done.

The EU's overall policy objectives towards Asia envisages to:

·        contribute to peace and security in the region and globally, through a broadening of EU's engagement with the region;

·        further strengthen its mutual trade and investment flows with the region;

·        promote the development of the less prosperous countries of the region, addressing the root causes of poverty;

·        contribute to the protection of human rights and to the spreading of democracy, good governance and the rule of law;

·        build global partnerships and alliances with Asian countries, in appropriate international fora , to help address both the challenges and opportunities offered by globalization and to strengthen EU's joint efforts on global environmental and security issues;

·        and help strengthen the awareness of Europe in Asia and vice versa.

This overall strategic framework was subsequently amplified through specific sub-regional strategies as appropriate, as well as through the Country Strategy Papers focusing on development cooperation.

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. The EU's Asia policy takes as its area of coverage the countries stretching from Afghanistan in the west to Japan in the east and from China in the north to New Zealand in the south, plus all points between. It covers therefore those countries in South Asia, South-East Asia and North-East Asia which would meet any common definition of Asia. It also covers, for the first time, Australasia – given that the economic and political links of Australia and New Zealand with their neighbours to the north, and their geographical proximity, are sufficiently great that they should be treated as part of the wider Asian and Asia-Pacific region.

EU's Asia strategy does not however 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. In varying degrees, these all have significant political and economic relations with Asia as a whole, and an understanding of these relationships is an essential part of the broader context of Asia. But in general the focus of their attention is elsewhere, and EU's relations with these countries are dealt with in a different context.

Apart from the region's demographic and economic weight, Asia has been the cradle of several of the world's major religions, and its cultural richness is unparalleled. It is also the locus of several longstanding sources of tension or conflict. Asia is also home of two-thirds of the world's poor, with food security, health, and access to basic services still ever-present issues in most of the lower-income countries of the region, and with serious disparities of income and opportunity still challenging many middle-income countries. In recent decades certain parts of Asia, through diverse but effective development strategies, have experienced an economic transformation, improving the living standards of hundreds of millions of people. The social and environmental costs of such rapid change remain to be fully addressed. Asia also faces the same global challenges as Europe, be they economic insecurity, environmental degradation or international crime. Yet Asia has benefitted from the opportunities which globalization offers, and many countries in the region have shown their ability to exploit these opportunities to the full.

Compared with Asia, Europe has a similar total economic weight, though this is shared among smaller, and richer, population. Europe, like Asia draws benefit from a rich diversity of cultural and linguistic traditions, but our shared heritage (of conflict as well as cooperation) has led us to undertake the most far- reaching exercise in regional integration in the world, with a single market uniting the European space, and since 1999 a single currency of global importance. This integration has also permitted us to benefit from more than 50 years of internal peace, and to prepare to re-unite a broader Europe, now with 27 Member States and some more to follow, previously divided by ideology or historical animosity.

As Asia and Europe have evolved, so has the global context in which we operate. ''Globalisation'' as such is hardly a new phenomenon, and the 18th and 19th centuries also saw rapid and far- reaching changes in the organization of the world economy. What is new in recent years is the speed at which events in one part of the world influence conditions in another, and the intensity of our economic, political, and social interdependence. The East Asian Financial Crisis, a few years ago, might have brought home to the countries of the region their dependence on international capital flows, and emphasized again the importance of international trade as a motor of growth and recovery. Almost everyday you read in the newspapers about the possibility of a negative impact of the global recession on the export earnings and the remittance of workers in the case of Bangladesh. The government is taking measures to avert such negative impact. Europe also needs to be more vigilant on the need for good governance in the financial and corporate sector, or on the essential importance of responsive and affordable social policies. This increasing global interdependence also brings with it increasing global responsibilities. The EU and its Asian partners have shared interest in promoting peace and security at the global level, in enhancing the effectiveness of the UN and strengthening the multilateral trade negotiations through the WTO.

Let me now talk a few words about EU's relations with Bangladesh. Bangladesh established diplomatic relations with the European Community in 1973. Here you may remember that Bangladesh already had diplomatic and trade relations with the individual Member States of Community since its inception. A Commercial Cooperation Agreement (CCA) had been signed in 1976 between Bangladesh and the European Community. It intended to provide a framework for commercial and economic cooperation with its main instrument – Joint Commission. Over the years the trade relations expanded at a rapid pace where Bangladesh emerged as a major clothing or RMG import source for the Community. The contribution of EC development grants to Bangladesh in different sectors also rose substantially. Meanwhile, the Treaty on European Union or the Maastricht Treaty, effective from 1993, provided new mandate to European Commission in its relations with the developing countries. The institutional framework for our relations with developing countries like Bangladesh is now through a fully comprehensive (unlike the CCA of 1976) or the so-called 'third generation' cooperation agreements. The EC has signed in 2001, such cooperation agreement with Bangladesh in 2001 which includes among others , clauses related to the commitment of both partners to human rights, democratic principles and the rule of law as essential elements of the Agreement, and to the eventual possible suspension of the agreement should those commitments be breached profoundly.

The Joint Commission, as incorporated before in the 1976 CCA, remained the main instrument also in the cooperation Agreement of 2001. We just had a couple of week ago, very useful meetings in Dhaka of the 3 sub-groups formed under the Joint Commission. We also had a visit last week of the EU Troika to Bangladesh. EU Troika is represented by the current EU Presidency (rotating every six months), the future Presidency and the European Commission. 

Rubayat and Razi will now elaborate on the theme of today’s deliberations, and further illustrate how deep and beneficial relations between Bangladesh and EU have become over the years. All these show that Bangladesh has always been and remains in future a very important partner of the EU in our common goal of global peace, security and the well-being of the people.

* Speech delivered at the Defence Services Command and Staff College (DSCSC), Dhaka, 18 June 2009. 

