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ASEAN–EU Relations: Laos in 
ASEAN–EU Relations

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is an important regional 
organisation in Southeast Asia. It has ten Member Countries with approximately 
 642 million people, a large market for foreign investors. The European Union (EU) 
is a  dynamic organisation in the European region. It has  27  Member States with 
a population of approximately  446 million, where an essential destination for invest-
ment is coming from the ASEAN region. ASEAN and EU have kept their cooperation 
for decades not only on economic integration but also connectivity, environment, 
climate change mitigation and education. They aim to develop their relationship from 
a dialogue partnership to a strategic one.2

This paper analysed the ASEAN–EU relation regarding the aims and benefits of 
their cooperation. Furthermore, Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Laos), an ASEAN 
Member Country, was studied as an example country in this paper. Since  1997, 
Laos has enhanced its cooperation with European countries under the Cooperation 
 Agreement between them.3 In addition, it would be more beneficial to analyse how 
this country has influenced ASEAN–EU relations.
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Introduction

Aims of the study

There are three main aims of this study. The first aim is to report general information 
about the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as a key partner of the EU in 
Asia. It is exciting to explore how important it is for the EU. The second aim is to discover 
the relationship between ASEAN and EU. It is crucial to learn about their relationship 
in order to see benefits achieved by both sides. The final aim is to examine Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic (Laos), as a Member Country of ASEAN, for a case study in ASEAN–
EU relations. This case study will demonstrate how ASEAN–EU relations affect a country 
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2 European Union  2020.
3 Cooperation Agreement between the European Community and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
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relationship.

Structure

This paper will be divided into an introduction and three main parts. The first part, 
after the introduction, provides an overview of ASEAN and specifies ASEAN’s external 
relationship with the EU. The second part analyses the benefits of ASEAN–EU relations, 
using Laos as an example country. Then, the last part concludes the result of the study 
and provides a brief recommendation for this ASEAN–EU relation.

Methodology

Data and information mainly were sourced from the official web pages of ASEAN and 
institutions of the EU. Books and legal documents, namely the Charter of ASEAN, 
EU’s Agreements and Laos’s laws, and some online journals and documents, were used 
as information sources. The information and documents were reviewed, analysed and 
finalised in this paper by the author.

ASEAN general information

Overview of ASEAN

ASEAN  –  the Association of Southeast Asian Nations  –  was established on  8  August 
 1967 as a result of the Bangkok Declaration signed by five founding countries, namely 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand. Its first expansion occurred 
in  1984, when Brunei Darussalam joined the association. Then, Vietnam joined in  1995, 
before Laos and Myanmar joined in  1997, and Cambodia lastly joined in  1999, forming 
the association with ten Member States. ASEAN sets itself under three basic principles, 
including respect for state sovereignty, non-intervention and renunciation of the threat 
or use of force in resolving disputes. Its objectives are to accelerate economic growth, 
social progress and cultural development in the region and to promote regional peace 
and stability.4

According to the Bangkok Declaration, also known as ASEAN Declaration, ASEAN 
has the following main aims and purposes:

To accelerate the economic growth, social progress and cultural development in the region 
through joint endeavors in the spirit of equality and partnership in order to strengthen the 
foundation for a prosperous and peaceful community of Southeast Asian Nations.

4 Lee  2006.
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To promote regional peace and stability through abiding respect for justice and the rule of 
law in the relationship among countries of the region and adherence to the principles of the 
United Nations Charter.

To promote active collaboration and mutual assistance on matters of common interest in the 
economic, social, cultural, technical, scientific and administrative fields; to assist each other 
in the form of training and research facilities in the educational, professional, technical and 
administrative spheres.

To collaborate more effectively for the greater utilization of their agriculture and industries, 
the expansion of their trade, including the study of the problems of international commo-
dity trade, the improvement of their transportation and communications facilities and the 
raising of the living standards of their peoples.

To promote Southeast Asian studies.

And to maintain close and beneficial cooperation with existing international and regional 
organizations with similar aims and purposes and explore all avenues for even closer coope-
ration among themselves.5

There are three pillars bracing the ASEAN Community. They are the ASEAN Political- 
Security Community, ASEAN Economic Community and ASEAN Socio-Cultural Com-
munity.6

The ASEAN Political-Security Community aims to keep peace in the region with 
justice, democracy and harmony.7

The ASEAN Economic Community consists of four sub-pillars for economic integra-
tion in the region. Firstly, a single market and production base provides five economic 
freedoms such as free flow of goods, services, investment, capital and skilled labour. 
Secondly, a  competitive economic region integrates competitive policies, consumer 
protection, intellectual property rights, taxation and e-commerce, and infrastructure 
developing cooperation. Thirdly, equitable economic development helps reducing ine-
qualities in the economic growth of ASEAN’s member countries. Lastly, integration into 
the global economy addresses the further direction of ASEAN businesses to catch up 
with competitors in the market outside ASEAN as well as to bring more foreign invest-
ment to the region.8

The ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community is looking to improve people’s quality of life 
via cooperative activities of all ASEAN’s member countries in several sectors, namely 
culture and information, education, youth and sports, health, social welfare and devel-
opment, women and gender, rights of women and children, labour, civil service, rural 

5 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020a.
6 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020a.
7 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020b.
8 Ithavong  2015:  1.
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disaster management and humanitarian assistance.9

ASEAN’s external relations with the EU

ASEAN has developed its external relations through friendly relations and mutually 
beneficial dialogue, cooperation and partnerships with countries and sub-regional, regi-
onal and international organisations and institutions.10 Among those external relations 
of ASEAN, the European Union (EU) is a remarkable partner. In  1977, the predecessor 
of the EU, the European Economic Community (EEC), became a  Dialogue Partner of 
ASEAN. Then, they both signed the ASEAN–EEC Cooperation Agreement in  1980. The 
Nuremberg Declaration in  2007 addressed the ASEAN–EU Enhanced Partnership before 
it developed into the Bandar Seri Begawan Plan of Action to Strengthen the ASEAN–EU 
Enhanced Partnership in  2012. It focused on a wider range of regional cooperation, such 
as political-security, economic-trade and social-cultural cooperation.11

The political-security pillar of ASEAN is being supported by the EU in the form 
of participation in some of ASEAN’s forums and meetings, for instance, the ASEAN 
Regional Forum, the Post Ministerial Conferences, the ASEAN–EU Ministerial Meeting 
and the ASEAN–EU Senior Officials Meeting.12

In economics, ASEAN and the EU keep cooperating in trade via their regular consul-
tations like the ASEAN–EU Senior Economic Officials, and ASEAN Economic Ministers 
and the EU Trade Commissioner Consultations. Moreover, they have ongoing trade 
negotiations as well, for example, the Bilateral Free Trade Agreement, and ASEAN–EU 
Comprehensive Air Transport Agreement.13 These will enhance their trading cooperation 
and relations in a more effective way.

Furthermore, ASEAN is also getting support from the EU through their socio-cul-
tural cooperation. Especially, ASEAN’s education, science and technology, environment 
and disaster management have been supported by the EU via the Regional EU–ASEAN 
Dialogue Instrument, as well as the EU Support to Higher Education in the ASEAN 
Region programme, and the High-Level ASEAN–EU Dialogue on Sustainable Develop-
ment, and the High-Level Dialogue on Environment and Climate Change.14

There are several programmes that ASEAN keeps cooperating with the EU under 
three pillars of ASEAN. They are the Sustainable Use of Peat Lands and Haze Mitiga-
tion in ASEAN, the Biodiversity Conservation and Management of Protected Areas in 
ASEAN, the ASEAN Regional Integration Support from the EU Plus, and the Enhanced 
Regional EU–ASEAN Dialogue Instrument.15

9 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020c.
10 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020d.
11 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020e:  1.
12 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020e:  1.
13 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020e:  2–3.
14 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020e:  3.
15 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2020e:  4.
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ASEAN–EU relations

ASEAN is one of the region’s leading economic players, among China, Japan and East 
Asia, that the EU has addressed in its  2007  policy guidelines for strengthening the 
cooperation. The main aims of the EU in this East Asia region are to enlarge the security 
partnerships with Japan, the Republic of Korea and Indonesia and to help ASEAN on 
security issues.16

ASEAN and the EU have been important partners for decades. They both continue 
to enlarge their regional integration to support each other’s development. Their member 
states have created bilateral relationships among themselves, as well as between the EU 
and individual Member Countries of ASEAN. Currently, they are on their way to upgrad-
ing to a strategic partnership.17

Since the  1970s, ASEAN and the EU have established their relationship starting 
from economic cooperation such as the ASEAN–EEC Cooperation Agreement in 
 1980. Then, the two organisations moved their partnership forwards to the beginning 
of an inter-organisational Free Trade Agreement in the  2000s and took a step further 
with bilateral agreements in  2009.18

As the EU foreign policy is a norm dealing with developing and managing interna-
tional relations activities, the EU uses it as a tool to cooperate with outsiders regarding 
the interests of the union itself and its Member States. The national foreign policy of 
each Member State is not the EU’s foreign policy, but it is a fundamental source of EU 
foreign policy-making.19

In the  21st century, the EU aims are: to maintain and build up the peace established 
between its Member States; to bring European countries together in practical cooper-
ation; to ensure that European citizens can live in security; to promote economic and 
social solidarity; to preserve European identity and diversity in a globalised world; and 
to promulgate the values that Europeans share.20

The cooperation between ASEAN and the EU has not only focused on economic 
integration, connectivity, environment, climate change mitigation and education but 
also on maritime security, counterterrorism and transnational crime.21

Benefits of ASEAN–EU relation

In general, ASEAN–EU relations benefit all citizens in both regions because these two 
organisations look for regional cooperation and support to comply with the interests and 
wills of their citizens. They both share the same objectives to keep peace and security, 
increase trade and resilience, and build greater prosperity for all.22

16 Bartók  2019:  152–154.
17 Camraux  2008.
18 Bartók  2019:  160–162.
19 Smith  2006:  8.
20 Fontaine  2018:  4–9.
21 European Union  2020.
22 European Union  2020.



Nimitxay Thepphavanh212

Európai Tükör  2022/1–2. 

T
A

N
U

L
M

Á
N

Y
O

K Notably, economic and political benefits are remarkable for both regions as a result 
of their cooperation. Because of their vast populations, about  642 million23 in ASEAN 
and  447 million24 in the EU, they mutually represent lucrative markets for trade. Both of 
them would have a larger market for selling their goods. Furthermore, this will increase 
the opportunity for investment in the partner’s region. For instance, investors from 
the EU can easily reach ASEAN for their investment purposes, as ASEAN is running its 
developing process, so it needs more funds or foreign investments.

Since ASEAN is the third largest trading partner of the EU and the EU is the second 
largest trading partner of ASEAN, the EU’s trade in goods with ASEAN was more than 
EUR  237.3 billion in  2018, and the EU accounts for approximately  14% of ASEAN trade. 
These evidences make the EU the largest investor in ASEAN countries, with EUR  337 bil-
lion foreign direct investment from the EU in  2017 granted into ASEAN account. ASEAN 
investment in the EU reached over EUR  141 billion in  2017.25

Figure  1, derived from Eurostat’s statistics, illustrates that the international trade 
in goods between the EU and ASEAN has increased from  2009 to  2019. The EU exports 
to ASEAN increased from EUR  44.1 billion in  2009 to EUR  85.5 billion in  2019, as well as 
the EU imports from ASEAN increased from EUR  57.9 billion in  2009 to EUR  125.1 bil-
lion in  2019.26 These growing numbers demonstrate the scale of the trading relationship 
between ASEAN and the EU, especially in providing a large number of goods for each 
other’s consumption as an example of benefits gained from both sides.
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Figure  1: The EU trade in goods with ASEAN countries in  2009–2019

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/statexpservices/chart/index.
php?title=ASEAN-EU_-_international_trade_in_goods_statistics

23 European Union  2020.
24 Statista  2020.
25 European Commission  2020b.
26 European Commission  2020a.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/statexpservices/chart/index.php?title=ASEAN-EU_-_
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/statexpservices/chart/index.php?title=ASEAN-EU_-_
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Moreover, both ASEAN and the EU would gain political benefits from their relation, 
such as upgrading their international relations and creating a joint community. As both 
ASEAN and the EU are large communities with vast populations, their relationship would 
enhance their integrated cooperation and may upgrade their role on the global stage. For 
example, in the United Nations, ASEAN and the EU combined almost one over five of the 
hall as all member states of both ASEAN and the EU are members of the United Nations, 
or  37 out of  193 members,27 meaning that they are sitting in the important position in 
any negotiation dealing with the issue subjected to their two regions’ interests whenever 
they both have discussed their common interests beforehand. Another example is that 
the EU is a member of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and it is so for each EU 
Member State, meaning that the EU has one extra voice in addition to its  27 Member 
States in the WTO; therefore, having a good relationship with the EU could help ASEAN 
achieve a better position in WTO negotiations. In addition to this benefit of ASEAN, the 
EU and ASEAN already have the voices of  38 out of  164 WTO memberships28 (or about 
 23% of a total number of WTO members) to contribute to WTO decision-making.

Since both the EU and ASEAN are willing to have a strategic partnership and greater 
cooperation,29 their closer relation would fulfil their aims with a collaborative commu-
nity where their two regions will get closer for enlarging collaboration, connectivity 
and prosperity. These include wider fields of cooperation such as maritime security, 
counterterrorism and transnational crime; more sectors in connectivity such as sharing 
information and education exchange; and helping each other develop and grow together 
in order to bring prosperity into their two regions.

Terrorism is a  global issue challenging international and national security. On 
 24 August  2020, the terrorist attacks in Jolo, Sulu, the Philippines, killed and injured many 
people. In this regard, ASEAN shared its condolences with the people and  Government 
of the Philippines during the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting on  29 August. ASEAN 
strongly showed the intention to join the international cooperation to fight against 
terrorism.30 During the ASEAN Post Ministerial Conference  10+1  Session with the EU 
on  12 September  2020, the EU also expressed its condolences to the Philippines on the 
terrorist attacks in Jolo and strongly confirmed to stand by ASEAN fighting against 
terrorism and strengthening the ASEAN–EU relationship.31

Moreover, ASEAN is facing a  stressful situation regarding the South China Sea 
issue. At least four ASEAN Member Countries, namely Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, 
the Philippines and Vietnam are claiming their sovereignty over their sea areas within 
the South China Sea, combating the claim of China. ASEAN is willing to have this issue 
solved peacefully and lawfully.32 It is so for the EU to encourage a peaceful and lawful 
settlement on the South China Sea issue under international law and maritime security. 

27 United Nations  2020.
28 World Trade Organization  2020.
29 Camraux  2008.
30 ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Statement on the Terrorist Attacks in Jolo, Sulu, the Philippines  2020, paras 

 1–2.
31 Chairman’s Statement of the ASEAN Post Ministerial Conference (PMC)  10+1  Session with the 

European Union  2020, no. 9.
32 Valencia  2020.
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force in solving the problem. The EU is not only standing by its partner, ASEAN, but 
also fighting for its interest in this disputed area, where about  40% of its foreign trade 
transports through this area.33 Therefore, ASEAN–EU cooperation is vital for reaching 
their common goal of looking forward to seeing a peaceful and lawful solution to this 
issue.

An example country: Laos

As ASEAN has an external relationship with the EU, its Member Countries shall also 
have such relations with the EU. Especially one of the Member Countries of ASEAN, 
Laos, is a small country with a size of  236,800 km2 and a population of  7.46 million.34 
Laos has created international relations with its neighbouring countries and other 
Member Countries of ASEAN. For instance, it has had a special relationship with Viet-
nam since  1977,35 a normalised relationship and cooperation with China since  1989,36 
neighbouring friendship with Cambodia, Thailand and Myanmar.

Since  1986, Laos, as a communist country like China and Vietnam, has opened its 
economy towards the global market where the rules of the liberalised market-oriented 
system have replaced the centralised economy. The main aim of the open economy is 
to link the Lao market to the globe and welcome foreign investors as well as investors 
from European countries. Moreover, Laos has not only created international relations 
with countries in the same region but also with other regions, especially with European 
countries. Laos has enhanced its cooperation with European countries since  1997 under 
the Cooperation Agreement between the European Community and Laos.37

Laos has a close relationship with the EU, and gets support from the EU in building 
a brighter future for the Lao people via substantial development, the national reform 
agenda and its commitment to open markets. In  2016, a  long-term cooperation plan 
between Laos and European partners, including the EU, Finland, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, Luxembourg, the United Kingdom and Switzerland was adopted in 
the name of the European Joint Programming document for Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic  2016–2020.  This cooperation plan mainly focuses on some specific sectors, 
namely agriculture and rural development, education, environment and natural 
resources, governance, health, nutrition and private sector development. For develop-
ment sustainability, people need to be educated and healthy, the environment needs 
to be protected, and the government must support development by supporting laws, 

33 Borrell  2020.
34 Worldometer  2022.
35 Laos–Vietnam special relationship represented the unique cooperation between the two countries 

since their national liberation revolutions during the  20th century when their people and soldiers 
fought together against the same enemy, facing the difficult time together and sacrifice themselves for 
helping each other liberate their countries (Global Security  2022).

36 Global Security  2022.
37 Cooperation Agreement between the European Community and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

 1997, Article  2.
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policies and a  ruling system. The private sector needs to be encouraged to contribute 
more to economic  development. With the assistance of the EU, as a development partner, 
Laos’s development will be boosted faster.

Though Laos is a small country, it has a powerful voice, the same as other ASEAN 
Member Countries in ASEAN decision-making regarding the consensus decision-making 
style of ASEAN.38 Meaning that a single country like Laos could equally influence ASEAN 
decision-making as well as the determination of ASEAN’s direction to the relationship 
with the EU. Therefore, considering a  closer relationship between Laos and European 
countries could guide a greater ASEAN–EU relation.

Conclusion

In  2016, ASEAN adopted its latest master plan, named the Master Plan on ASEAN 
Connectivity  2025, to enhance the development of five strategic areas. These areas are 
sustainable infrastructure, digital innovation, seamless logistics, regulatory excellence 
and people mobility. The first strategic area, sustainable infrastructure, aims not only 
to connect existing resources and support each other but also help delivering economic 
growth and good quality of life. The second strategic area aims to provide new digital 
services and share best practices among ASEAN Member Countries on open data by 
encouraging digital innovation in ASEAN. Seamless logistics is the third strategic site 
emphasising excellent logistics in ASEAN with less time and cost of transportation 
aimed to reach by cooperation between logistic firms, academic institutions and ASEAN 
Member Countries. The forth strategic area is regulatory excellence aiming to support 
standards harmonisation, mutual recognition and technical regulations. The last stra-
tegic area supports people mobility in ASEAN with more free-flow of skilled labour, 
university students and tourist movements within the region.39

ASEAN has set this Master Plan to make itself more outstanding around the 
globe and interesting for other regional communities to get closer and cooperate with, 
as  clarified in its vision that it targets to “achieve a  seamlessly and comprehensively 
connected and integrated ASEAN that will promote competitiveness, inclusiveness, and 
a greater sense of Community”.40 Especially for the EU to cooperate with ASEAN, the 
EU will get more economic and political benefits such as a larger market, outstanding 
investment opportunities, upgraded international relation and the exclusive joint com-
munity. For instance, investing in a developing country like Laos would be a good option 
for European investors to get their business started in the ASEAN region because they 
could spend less on the investment with some tax exemptions and lower wages, and earn 
more by selling products to ASEAN countries as a huge market in the region.

Though ASEAN and the EU are separated by a great distance, ASEAN develops in 
a similar way and learns from the experiences of the EU on its community building and 

38 Report of the Eminent Persons Group on the ASEAN Charter  2006,  6.
39 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2016:  9–10.
40 Association of Southeast Asian Nations  2016:  9.
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has already passed some processes of what ASEAN intends, for example, the EU has far 
passed a period of Free Trade Agreement integration, the EU has left instrumental les-
sons behind, including best practices and mistakes. They are valuable lessons for ASEAN 
to learn from EU experiences and take them into consideration on riding its own way 
effectively, trying to avoid the same mistakes, while developing the best practices to 
build the regional community in its way. Therefore, getting closer and strengthening 
its relationship with the EU not only assure the ASEAN community development but 
also supports ASEAN with assistance and cooperation from the longer experienced 
community named the EU.

In short, ASEAN–EU relations are significant and beneficial both for the ASEAN and 
the EU. They both benefit from growing their economies together with more significant 
markets merged and investment opportunities. With their relationship development, 
they have enlarged their cooperation, connectivity and prosperity with a collaborative 
community to upgrade their role in the global community. ASEAN and the EU have 
also shared the same commitment to living in peace and security, primarily to support 
a peaceful and lawful settlement on the regional issue and to fight against terrorism. 
Of their intentions to develop their communities better, the people of the two regions 
would be the ones who benefit the most from their cooperation. Thus, ASEAN–EU rela-
tions should last long with good faith and well-developed integration.
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