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Purpose: explores the evolving relationship between Asia and Europe in the 
21st century, examining the prospects for collaboration and the 
obstacles that impede joint global problem-solving. 

Method: historical analysis, discursive analysis, and thematic analysis of 
historical trajectories and contemporary examples. 

Findings: 1. The Power of Cooperation: Trust-based alliances, particularly in 
trade (e.g., EU-Japan FTA) and environmental policy (Paris 
Agreement), are vital for tackling transnational challenges. 2. The 
Shadow of Rivalry: U.S.-China tensions—visible in trade wars, 
technological restrictions, and cybersecurity conflicts—disrupt 
Asia-Europe collaboration, generating spillover effects in 
diplomacy and economics. 3. Unity Amid Diversity: Despite 
differing governance models and human rights perspectives, 
pragmatic cooperation remains achievable when mutual 
interests take precedence. 4. Navigating the Digital Age: 
Breakthroughs in AI and 5G demand agile policymaking to 
capitalize on innovation while preventing global fragmentation. 
5. The Imperative of Stability: Regional conflicts—from territorial 
disputes to political upheaval—endanger collective objectives, 
underscoring the need for structured dialogue. 6. Bridging Divides 
Through Exchange: Cultural and academic engagement fosters 
mutual understanding, laying the groundwork for enduring 
partnerships.   

Theoretical implications: By reinforcing neoliberal institutionalism, this study 
underscores the significance of trust and multilateralism in 
sustaining cooperation despite power disparities. It contests 
realist skepticism by proving that ideological differences (e.g., 
democracy vs. authoritarianism) need not obstruct collaboration 
when aligned goals—such as climate mitigation and economic 
resilience—are prioritized. Furthermore, it weaves from 
constructivist perspectives, illustrating how shared norms (e.g., 
environmental stewardship and global health) can transcend 
political and cultural divides, fostering deeper solidarity. 

Paper type: theoretical. 
 

Мета дослідження: досліджує змінні взаємини між Азією та Європою у 
XXI столітті, розглядаючи перспективи співробітництва та 
перешкоди, що ускладнюють спільне вирішення глобальних 
проблем. 

Метод дослідження: історичний аналіз, дискурсивний аналіз та 
тематичний аналіз історичних шляхів розвитку та сучасних 
прикладів. 

Результати дослідження: 1. Сила співпраці: Альянси, засновані на довірі, 
особливо в торгівлі (наприклад, Угода про вільну торгівлю 
між ЄС та Японією) та екологічній політиці (Паризька угода), є 
важливими для вирішення транскордонних викликів. 2. Тінь 
суперництва: Напруга між США та Китаєм — помітна в 
торгових війнах, технологічних обмеженнях та конфліктах у 
сфері кібербезпеки — заважає співпраці між Азією та 
Європою, породжуючи відлуння у сфері дипломатії та 
економіки. 3. Єдність у різноманітності: Незважаючи на різні 
моделі управління та погляди на права людини, прагматична 
співпраця залишається можливою, коли на першому місці 
стоять спільні інтереси. 4. Орієнтація в цифрову епоху: 
Прориви у сфері ШІ та 5G вимагають гнучкої політики, щоб 
скористатися інноваціями та запобігти глобальній 
фрагментації. 5. Імператив стабільності: Регіональні 
конфлікти — від територіальних суперечок до політичних 
заворушень — загрожують колективним цілям, 
підкреслюючи необхідність структурованого діалогу. 6. 
Подолання розбіжностей через обмін: Культурні та 
академічні контакти сприяють взаєморозумінню, 
закладаючи основу для міцних партнерств. 

Теоретична цінність дослідження: Підтримуючи неоліберальний 
інституціоналізм, це дослідження підкреслює важливість 
довіри та багатосторонності у підтримці співпраці, 
незважаючи на різницю в рівнях впливу. Воно спростовує 
скептицизм реалістів, доводячи, що ідеологічні відмінності 
(наприклад, демократія проти авторитаризму) не 
обов’язково перешкоджають співпраці, коли спільні цілі, такі 
як пом’якшення кліматичних змін і економічна стійкість, 
стають пріоритетними. Крім того, воно інкорпорує 
конструктивістські перспективи, ілюструючи, як спільні норми 
(наприклад, екологічне управління та глобальне здоров'я) 
можуть долати політичні та культурні відмінності, сприяючи 
глибшій солідарності. 

Тип статті: теоретичний. 

Key words: Asia and Europe, trade relationships, opportunities, 
collaborations, political systems, global tensions, climate 
change, Asian-European relations, Diplomatic economic 
relations, global cooperation, public health, trade 
relationships, cultural exchanges, regional stability, global 
prosperity. 
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Introduction 

Historical background and evolving diplomatic ties 

The Asia-Europe connection has spanned centuries, marked by the ancient Silk Road, which 
facilitated cross-cultural, economic, and technological exchange between the two 
regions.  European trade with Asia in silk, porcelain, and spices, along with the exchange of ideas 
related to philosophy, mathematics, and medicine, facilitated by empires in India, Persia, and China, 
fostered the development of new Asian-European relations. 

From the 15th to the 20th century, Europe experienced the Age of Exploration and the 
period of colonization, and European interests shifted towards Asia. This resulted in Asian empires 
increasingly using Europe as a trade route. China, India, and Persia expanded their territories and 
empires through conquest and trade across significant areas of Asia, from India to Southeast Asia. 

The history of Asia and Europe spans centuries, with the most notable connection being the 
ancient Silk Road. This network facilitated technological and economic exchange between the two 
regions. 

India, Persia, and China were among the most important regions contributing to this trade. 
European trade with Asia consisted of silk, porcelain, and spices, as well as an exchange of ideas 
related to philosophy, mathematics, and medicine.  However, trade did not establish the Silk Road; 
its construction occurred during the Han Dynasty between 206 BCE and 220 CE, intended to connect 
China to the Mediterranean. 

The mid-20th century was marked by Indian independence and the economic conflict 
between capitalism and Soviet communism. From 1947 to 1991, Canada maintained a peaceful 
stance between the two ideological blocs. Canada made efforts to cultivate strong relations with 
both superpowers and remained non-aligned. 

Ideological competition  

Europe’s diplomatic strategy shifted significantly after World War II. This shift involved 
forming alliances like NATO to contain Soviet influence globally.  The Korean War exemplifies this, 
with European nations sending troops to fight alongside South Korea against the communist North, 
which was backed by the Soviet Union and China. In contrast, countries like India adopted a policy 
of neutrality, enabling them to maintain diplomatic relations with both the Western bloc and the 
Soviet Union while advocating for the interests of developing nations [Millett, A. R., 2024]. 

Regional conflicts and their impact  

The Korean and Vietnamese Wars played a critical role in Asia and significantly impacted 
relations between Asian and European countries. The Korean War, beginning in 1950 with North 
Korea's invasion of South Korea, pitted North Korea against the United States and its allies, including 
European nations that joined the conflict to combat the global spread of communism. This surge in 
communist activity escalated tensions among the three major powers: the United States, China, and 
the Soviet Union. 

The Vietnam War (1955-1975), another global conflict, saw China and the Soviet Union 
supporting North Vietnam against South Vietnam, which was allied with the United States and South 
Korea. These events exacerbated existing East-West tensions stemming from the Cold War. 

Results  

Lasting effects on diplomatic relations  

The political assertiveness and military interactions of this era have left a lasting impact on the 
relationship between Asia and Europe. Increased political integration within NATO enabled 
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European countries to engage more deeply in Asian conflicts, affecting Asian perceptions of these 
countries. These conflicts also prompted some Asian nations to reassess their foreign policies, 
incorporating regional integration and multilateralism to seek balance between superpowers. These 
conflicts have gradually shaped the contemporary geopolitical landscape of Asia-Europe relations, 
including the South China Sea dispute, cybersecurity threats, and human rights issues. 

After the Cold War, relations between Asia and Europe became more balanced. Both regions 
shifted their focus toward economic interaction and partnerships for development and political 
stability. The creation of inter-regional forums like Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
in 1996 paved the way for the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), promoting trade, cultural exchange, 
and addressing global challenges such as climate change and security issues. 

EU-ASEAN Economic Cooperation: The collaboration between the EU and ASEAN represents 
a significant economic force, accounting for a substantial portion of global GDP and trade. ASEAN is 
the EU’s third-largest trading partner outside Europe, after China and the US, with trade in goods 
reaching approximately €252.5 billion in 2023. Bilateral trade in services between the EU and ASEAN 
reached €126.1 billion in 2022. ASEAN represents approximately 8% of the EU’s total trade and is 
its third-largest trading partner after China and the US.  The EU has significant investments in ASEAN 
countries, with Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) totaling €400.1 billion in 2022.  ASEAN investment 
in Europe has also increased recently, reaching over €195.6 billion in 2021. 

The EU’s primary exports to ASEAN are chemicals, industrial machinery, and transport 
equipment. ASEAN’s primary exports to the EU include machinery, agricultural goods, and other 
manufactured products. These trade flows are illustrated in Figure 1, which displays trade in goods 
in billions of euros. 

The EU’s Global Gateway initiative aims to enhance connectivity and sustainable 
development in the region, emphasizing the importance of mutual economic growth between 
Europe and Asia [Economic cooperation – EU-ASEAN, October 27, 2024].  

The ASEM was established to encourage open dialogue and interaction between Asian and 
European countries on political, economic, and socio-cultural matters. This intergovernmental 
initiative emphasizes the growing importance of economic relations between the two continents, 
facilitating their engagement in the global economy [ASEM InfoBoard, October 27, 2024].  

 
 
Figure 1 – EU imports and Exports with ASEAN in Euros  
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Strategic Partnership: The EU’s Indo-Pacific cooperation strategy, which emphasizes ASEAN 
centrality, demonstrates Europe’s view of cooperation with Asia as crucial for addressing global 
issues and fostering economic growth. This strategy aims to support global economic recovery and 
promote economic prosperity with various Indo-Pacific nations.  New partnership treaties have 
been established with Indo-Pacific countries. These strategies target areas significantly affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, including sustainable and inclusive economic growth, support for the green 
economy, maritime governance, digital governance and partnerships, infrastructure development, 
military security, and human security. 

Cooperation on infrastructure development, energy, and climate change policy has far-
reaching global development consequences. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), as shown in 
Figure 2, has promoted greater integration between Europe and Asia, enhanced connectivity, and 
improved trade infrastructure. However, these initiatives also highlight the need for diversification 
to prevent over-reliance and regional dominance. As Europe and Asia address the security of 
undersea cables amidst technological competition, their partnership is crucial for maintaining a 
multipolar and balanced international environment that promotes global peace and prosperity 
[Deudney, D. H., 2024]. 

 

 
Figure 2 – China’s Belt and Road Investment Map by Katharina Buchholz 

 
Economic interdependence and strategic trade alliances 

In recent decades, trade between Asia and Europe has increased, largely due to Asia’s 
economic development and Europe’s strengthening of its trans-continental partnerships. The 
European Union has made progress in its trade relations with major Asian countries such as China, 
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Japan, India, and those in the ASEAN bloc, stressing access to markets, competitive neutrality, and 
healthcare. At the end of 2023, China emerged as the third largest partner for EU exports (8.8%) 
and the largest partner for EU imports (20.5%), with a similar percentage share to India. The total 
trade volume between the EU and China stood at nearly €1,854.7 billion. The EU and Japan signed 
an Economic Partnership Agreement in 2018, which greatly enhanced trade between the two 
countries. In 2023, trade between the EU and Japan was around €125 billion. The EU is the largest 
trading partner of India, and trade between the two in 2023 was estimated to be around €80 billion. 
The total trade in goods between the EU and ASEAN was estimated at €252.5 billion in 2023, 
accounting for 76% of the total trade. This trade is dominated by manufactured goods; 82% of 
exports from the EU to ASEAN and 86% of exports from ASEAN to the EU are of these goods. The 
EU trade in goods with China, from 2013-2023, is shown in figure 3 [China-EU, 2024; ASEAN]. 

China is the EU’s best bilateral trade partner for commodities, while Japan is an increasingly 
important economic partner for industrial and high-tech items. 

 

 
 
Figure 3 – EU trade in goods with China, 2013-2023 ASEAN 
 
One of the largest free trade agreements, including the EU-Japan Economic Partnership 

Agreement of 2019 that eliminated tariffs on more than 90% of goods shipped between the two 
regions, focuses on developing relations with ASEAN, a rapidly growing region, through the EU-
ASEAN Free Trade Agreement currently under negotiation. The FTA process remains lengthy, 
involving a large technological gap, which in turn does not undermine the EU’s reliability as ASEAN’s 
third most important trade partner. Countries like India present fair-trade barriers and taxes, and 
seek the right to negotiate; however, these claims create strained relationships and stifle efforts to 
build solid economic bridges with the promise of new free trade agreements on green technologies, 
digital trade, and pharmaceuticals. [Asia and Europe, 2018]. 

To enhance connectivity between Europe and Asia, the European Council launched the 
“Connecting Europe and Asia – Building blocks for an EU Strategy” initiative in September 2018. This 
strategy aims to improve connectivity through careful, comprehensive, and rules-compliant 
methods, focusing on transportation, energy, and digital systems. It emphasizes high social and 
environmental standards, alongside fiscal and financial accountability for infrastructure projects. 
Due to the need to maintain growth rates and adapt to climate change, Asia is projected to require 
over €1.3 trillion annually in infrastructure investments. The estimated cost of the EU’s Trans-
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European network between 2021 and 2030 is €1.5 trillion. The strategy includes specific policy 
initiatives to facilitate market access by promoting the free flow of goods, services, capital, and 
people across national borders. 

Improved connectivity between Europe and Asia is expected to result in enhanced economic 
growth, increased global competitiveness, and expanded trade. The strategy aims to ensure the 
social and environmental sustainability of major projects that enhance international and regional 
connectivity. Furthermore, it is expected to foster stronger economic ties, collaboration on 
international and regional security, increased political goodwill, and the development of 
cooperative democracies [China-EU]. 

The prospect report indicates that the strategy suggests the EU should employ a 
comprehensive, principles-based approach to connectivity with its Asian partners, targeting existing 
and projected European Union networks. Importantly, the strategy aims to enhance sustainable 
connectivity eastward. The focus is on ensuring comprehensive connectivity through the 
development of transportation, environmental, and energy infrastructure. 

This complements China’s ambitious Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which has invested 
billions of dollars in infrastructure across Asia and Europe, promoting a (ostensibly) transparent 
investment and sustainable approach.  

Comprising ports, railways, and logistics hubs, BRI projects have facilitated trade between 
Europe and Asia but have also raised concerns about dependence, debt, and China’s increasing 
geopolitical leverage over European countries, particularly regarding British dependence. In 
contrast, the EU’s plan emphasizes the creation of just rules-based relations and cooperation, 
prioritizing environmental protection and the well-being of local populations [European Parliament, 
2021]. 

Regarding these countries, Japan has partnered with the EU on infrastructure projects 
through the EU’s Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality Infrastructure. This 
partnership has facilitated Asian development while promoting transparent and high-quality 
investment. These projects aim to limit over-reliance on any single trade partner, thereby 
strengthening a multipolar system of infrastructure development in the Eurasian region [Almora, I. 
R., & Almora’s, I. R.,2023, November 23; Inforegio – EU Japan]. 

The strong trade interest between Asia and Europe extends beyond simple trade, 
encompassing various areas of economic competition. The high-technology sector is particularly 
competitive, with both regions vying for global leadership in the digital economy, artificial 
intelligence (AI), and 5G.  AI is a key area, attracting significant investment from both regions for 
extensive research and development of new AI systems and their applications. The EU is prioritizing 
regulations that emphasize safety and ethical considerations for AI systems, while Asian countries 
are rapidly developing their AI capabilities.  Similarly, 5G network development is underway in the 
EU, facing competition similar to that in the US.  China and South Korea have a clear advantage in 
5G deployment compared to other Asian countries, while the EU is focused on establishing robust 
infrastructure to ensure safety and competitiveness in the market. 

These implications affected multiple areas, including economic impact, security concerns, 
intellectual property issues, and geopolitical tensions.  A strong presence in high-technology sectors 
ensures a competitive advantage in the global marketplace, resulting in new job creation and 
increased productivity.  Like other high-technology areas, this sector faces security challenges, 
particularly regarding data protection, privacy, cybersecurity, and intellectual property 
safeguarding.  Competition for technological leadership can escalate geopolitical tensions, as 
evidenced by some countries already imposing restrictions and bans on certain technologies and 
corporations [Mischke, Massimo, Solveigh, & Smit, 2025]. 

Intellectual property (IP) rights have created challenges for European businesses and 
governments trading with the Asian market, particularly China. Consequently, policies protecting IP 

National Security 



ISSN 2522-9842 Social Development and Security, Vol. 15, No. 2, – 2025 
 

26 

rights and promoting fair competition have been strengthened to counter unfair trade practices like 
dumping and subsidizing, against which the EU has implemented trade defense measures. 
[Andrijanič, M. B., & Meissner, P., 2024; Johnson, J., & Szewczyk, B. M., 2024; Okolo, C. T., & Tano, 
M., 2023; Global Overview, 2024; The importance of high, 2020]. 

The political momentum of the EU-ASEAN Strategic Partnership was solidified at the Brussels 
EU-ASEAN Commemorative Summit in December 2022. The progress of the EU-ASEAN relationship 
is a result of the strategic partnership, the comprehensive plan of action for 2023–2027, the 
comprehensive air transport agreement, and the Brussels summit. 

Competition for resources between the EU and some Asian nations, such as China, impacts 
global trade and economic relations. The EU’s ability to function efficiently relies heavily on Asia for 
raw materials and semiconductors. To reduce this dependence, the EU is actively seeking alternative 
suppliers.  Conversely, China and other Asian countries seek resources like rare earth elements, 
thereby participating in a resource trade competition that has shifted the flow of resource 
supply.  This competition has implications for multiple fields, including economic security, 
geopolitical tensions, innovation and technology, and environmental impact.  The EU aims to 
diversify its supply chains to safeguard economic security and minimize disruptions.  Potential 
geopolitical conflict exists over competition for critical materials such as fuels, metals, and 
petroleum products.  The availability of rare earth elements and other vital resources is essential 
for advancements in fields like renewable energy, electric vehicles, and advanced 
electronics.  Because the extraction and processing of these resources can have significant 
environmental impacts, developing sustainable resource management practices is crucial.  The 
intensifying competition highlights the need for strategic alliances and sustainable resource 
management to achieve long-term economic development. 

The development of equitable and sustainable trade policies is underway to maintain the 
strategic security interests of both the EU and Asian economies.  These dynamic offers insight into 
the importance Denmark places on international relations, as well as the challenges of 
simultaneously competing and cooperating, particularly when those interactions are adversarial 
[Liew D.]  

Geopolitical tensions and security concerns 

Asia and Europe have become increasingly important in the global arena due to the evolving 
geopolitical landscape.  Increased trade and investment between these regions have fostered a 
strong economic relationship. However, this interdependence presents challenges, including 
geopolitical tensions and competition for resources and technology.  Analyzing these issues is crucial 
for a comprehensive understanding of the Asia-Europe relationship. 

The competitive landscape of the semiconductor market, particularly concerning China, is 
influenced by the EU’s dependence on Asian resources due to Europe’s limited raw materials. This 
dependence makes outsourcing costly for Europe, not Asia.  Furthermore, it intensifies resource 
trade competition, likely increasing the flow of resources from Asia to Europe.  The original phrasing 
“Me and the rest of Asia” is grammatically incorrect and has been replaced with a more formal tone. 

In the 21st century, the relationship between Asia and Europe extends beyond trade and 
commerce, encompassing increasing geopolitical tensions and security concerns. These issues stem 
from shifts in the global balance of power, regional conflicts, and evolving security arrangements, 
all of which influence Euro-Asian policies and their respective global interests. 

Security Alliances 

Amidst a changing global security environment, Asia and Europe are increasingly aligned in 
their pursuit of regional order and global influence. Recognizing the impact of Asian security 
developments on Europe, NATO has expanded its focus to include Asia, particularly the Indo-Pacific 
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region. This increased attention stems from concerns about growing Chinese military strength and 
a commitment to supporting democracy and a rules-based order.  Consequently, NATO has 
strengthened relations with South Korea, Australia, and Japan to enhance information sharing and 
defense cooperation. [Relations With Partners, 2024; Shetler, P., 2024]. 

Furthermore, the EU-Indo Pacific Strategy, introduced in 2021, expands on Europe’s vision 
for a free and open Indo-Pacific. Figure 2 illustrates the Indo-Pacific’s vital importance 
for EU economic growth. This EU policy aims to strengthen relations with key Asian democracies, 
such as Japan, India, and ASEAN nations, and foster partnerships in maritime and cybersecurity, as 
well as climate change mitigation.  The strategy seeks to counter growing authoritarianism in the 
region, particularly from China, and bolster Europe’s pursuit of regional stability to secure its trade 
routes and other interests [Grgić, G., 2024]. 

Objectives of the EU-Indo Pacific Strategy include sustainable and inclusive prosperity, green 
transition, ocean governance, digital governance and partnership, connectivity, security and 
defense, and human security (encompassing human rights, health, and education). The EU strategy 
and its accompanying policies prioritize promoting responsible international cooperation and 
cultivating a rules-based international order. By collaborating with Indo-Pacific countries, the EU 
aims to address global challenges while enhancing regional stability, security, and prosperity. 
The strategy particularly emphasizes rules-based multilateralism, liberal trade and investment 
policies, and EU-Nexus promotion. 

A free and open Indo-Pacific encapsulates the strategies of these countries toward the Indo-
Pacific region. These policies aim to ensure economic growth, development, and, crucially, peace, 
stability, and freedom of movement within the Indo-Pacific. 

 
Figure 4 – The Indo-Pacific is vital for the EU’s economic growth, and the EU is a major 

partner for the region 
Source: EEAS Press Team  

 
Rising tensions 
Overlapping territorial claims in the South China Sea by the People’s Republic of China, 

Vietnam, the Philippines, and other Southeast Asian countries have caused significant concern, as 
the region experiences ongoing military buildup and competition.  While European countries have 
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no direct claims in the area, the EU is concerned about freedom of navigation and occasionally 
supports the United States in freedom of navigation operations intended to deter Chinese 
expansionism through soft power. The South China Sea also exacerbates concerns about potential 
military conflicts that could threaten critical trade routes between Asia and Europe, impacting their 
economies [Pletcher, K., 2024]. 

Both regions have experienced a rise in ransomware attacks targeting key infrastructure, 
commercial organizations, and government agencies. These attacks often demand cryptocurrency 
payments for the release of captured files. Phishing attempts remain rampant, with hackers using 
emails, text messages, and social media to trick individuals into divulging personal information. 
Cybercriminals are increasingly focused on extracting data from the Internet of Things (IoT) using 
spyware and hacking devices.  

The EU introduced its technological security strategy to mitigate cyber threats through 
further integration, including safeguarding essential industries, expanding cyber infrastructure, and 
fostering international cooperation. While cybersecurity improved in 2023, increasing cyber threats 
remain a significant concern. Globally, state-sponsored cyberattacks are increasingly prevalent, and 
the growing digitization of Asian and European economies exacerbates this risk. Attacks on critical 
infrastructure, financial systems, and political institutions pose significant threats to both Asia and 
Europe.  The EU and its Asian counterparts are developing strategies to strengthen cybersecurity, 
establish responsible state cyber conduct, and cooperate on information exchange regarding critical 
infrastructure protection. 

Military expansionism in the Indo-Pacific region, particularly by China, North Korea, and the 
United States, further complicates the security situation. North Korea’s missile tests and nuclear 
ambitions pose a direct threat to its Asian neighbors and to European security, as any conflict in the 
area could escalate globally. While European countries have been hesitant to provide direct military 
support, they have increasingly supported sanctions and diplomatic initiatives aimed at 
denuclearization. 

Russia’s Role 

Russia holds a unique position as a leader in Asia while maintaining strong ties with 
Europe.  It exerts influence across the continent through geopolitics, energy, and defense, 
solidifying its role in shaping Asia-Europe relations.  Sino-Russian cooperation has increased, 
particularly through joint military projects and economic initiatives, including energy and 
infrastructure development, within Asia. This strategic partnership represents a potential shift away 
from Western dominance, fostering a balance of power against perceived Western threats. 

Russia's influence in Europe, especially regarding energy resources, is crucial for European 
energy policy formulation.  The reliance of some EU countries on Russian gas and oil complicates 
Europe's security stance in relation to Japan and South Korea. European partners oppose Russia’s 
military interventions.  Following Russia’s actions in Ukraine, Europe imposed numerous economic 
sanctions on Russia and sought to reduce its energy dependence on the country. These policies have 
consequences for European diplomacy and the region’s economic stability [Katinas, P., 2024; The 
European Union-Russia Energy Divorce, 2024]. 

The Russo-Ukrainian War has resulted in significant territorial losses for Ukraine and 
exacerbated geopolitical rivalries between the two states, with implications for both Europe and 
Asia.  The war has reshaped global power dynamics, supply chains, energy politics, and alliances. 
Asian regions reliant on Russian energy and commodities face economic challenges and increased 
food insecurity due to Russia’s unilateral attack on Ukraine, which led to the blockade of crucial 
imports like wheat, corn, and sunflower oil. 

The EU and its partners imposed unprecedented sanctions on Russia’s economy in response 
to its undemocratic actions, particularly its military operations in Ukraine.  These sanctions aimed 
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to cripple Russia’s economy and military capabilities. However, they have been limited in their 
ability to significantly alter Russia’s military actions, primarily serving as a deterrent against further 
escalation. While demonstrating Western unity, these sanctions have yielded limited tangible 
results in crippling the Russian economy. Russia is attempting to mitigate these challenges by 
establishing new trade routes and strengthening relations with China and India [Perga I., 2025]. 

Human Rights and Democratic Values 

Conflicting Values  
Divergent political values between Asia and Europe, particularly regarding governance, 

human rights, and democracy, create tension.  While generalizations about “Asia” should be 
avoided as the continent is diverse, Europe is a staunch advocate of democracy, the rule of law, and 
individual freedom, consistently condemning the political systems and human rights records of 
countries like China and Myanmar.  In China, Europe has strongly criticized restrictions on freedom 
of speech, the treatment of ethnic minorities, especially in Xinjiang, and the suppression of 
democracy in Hong Kong. The European Parliament has imposed targeted sanctions on Chinese 
officials and companies accused of human rights abuses, signaling Europe’s commitment to 
upholding democratic principles globally [Talmon, S. 2023; Today, 2024]. 

Similarly, the EU has condemned human rights abuses in Myanmar, particularly the 2021 
military coup and subsequent violent suppression of pro-democracy protests.  Europe’s support for 
sanctions and trade embargoes against Myanmar demonstrates its prioritization of democracy and 
human rights, even when such measures strain economic relations. These criticisms reinforce 
the EU’s stance on democracy but are sometimes perceived as justification for strained relations 
with non-democratic Asian countries [Lester, M., & O'Kane, M., 2024; Crawford, J., & Tzinieris, S., 
2024]. 

Diplomatic challenges  

Peaceful relations between Asia and Europe are challenged by diverse values that sometimes 
create friction. The EU often imposes economic sanctions and travel bans on certain countries for 
violating international rules, often while pursuing other objectives. For example, the seizure of the 
CAI followed sanctions imposed on Chinese officials for human rights abuses in Xinjiang.  In 
retaliation, China blacklisted EU politicians and scholars, escalating diplomatic tensions.  

Sanctions can significantly impact a country’s economy, as seen in East Asia, causing 
substantial trade disruption. Concerns about the political situations in China and Myanmar have 
influenced ASEAN countries. The already unstable environment in Myanmar became volatile after 
the 2021 military coup.  China’s support for the military regime raises concerns about a potential 
long-term conflict and humanitarian crisis. China has significant interests in Myanmar, including the 
China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) and other infrastructure projects.  These ongoing 
conflicts and political instability, with their inherent economic risks, have generated public backlash 
and resistance. 

Restrictions on some ASEAN member states, even while strengthening economic ties with 
the bloc, hinder the free flow of trade and diplomatic engagement with all EU member states. Some 
Asian governments often resist clauses related to human rights in trade agreements due to 
disagreements. 

These diplomatic disputes extend beyond sanctions. European countries and the EU 
regularly denounce human rights violations, potentially straining diplomatic relations. However, 
promoting democracy and human rights are central to European foreign policy, aiming to hold 
nations accountable. Balancing these principles with practical diplomatic goals remains a challenge 
as Europe strives to uphold its human rights commitments without compromising its strategic 
interests in Asia. 
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The role of international institutions 

International institutions are crucial for establishing and strengthening relations between 
Asia and Europe. These organizations provide forums for discussion and cooperation on issues 
ranging from trade and economic development to sustainability, security, and environmental 
protection.  By fostering communication and understanding, these institutions build trust, address 
shared challenges, and promote peace and stability.  For Asia-Europe relations, international 
institutions are essential for navigating the complexities of globalization and fostering a more 
collaborative world. 

ASEM and Beyond 

The Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), established in 1996, plays a central role in fostering 
dialogue and cooperation between Asia and Europe.  This multilateral initiative comprises 53 
partners, including 30 European and 21 Asian countries, the European Union, and the ASEAN 
Secretariat.  Beyond promoting political and economic cooperation, ASEM addresses social and 
cultural development. Its key goals are improving connectivity, strengthening partnerships, and 
providing a framework for enhanced dialogue on major international issues, enabling collaboration 
despite differences in governance and economic development [Parry, M., 2024]. 

ASEM’s flexible approach facilitates informal dialogue on issues such as climate change, 
sustainable development, and security. This framework allows ASEM to serve as a valuable 
communication and coordination tool for both regions on international matters. Despite its informal 
nature, ASEM has significantly contributed to developing relations between Asia and Europe by 
promoting understanding and cooperation on key issues. 

Multi-regional organizations like the United Nations and ASEM enhance relations between 
Asia and Europe. 

To the UN’s credit, Asian and European nations actively participate in initiatives like the 
Sustainable Development Goals, addressing global issues such as poverty, healthcare, and 
education.  Similarly, UN members from both regions participate in philanthropic and 
environmental efforts. The World Trade Organization (WTO) supports open and competitive 
international markets, which are particularly important for Asia and Europe, given their significant 
reliance on international trade. 

Multilateral Cooperation 

Multilateral cooperation through organizations like ASEM, the WTO, and the United Nations 
is crucial for helping Asian and European nations address global issues such as climate change, clean 
energy, and emission control. For example, the EU-Asia Connectivity project aims to build 
sustainable infrastructure and digital networks aligned with the Paris Agreement, further supporting 
ASEM discussions. 

ASEM is a forum for dialogue and cooperation between the two regions.  Established in 1996, 
ASEM comprises 53 partners, representing over 65% of global GDP and nearly 60% of the global 
population.  Since its inception, ASEM has launched various initiatives, such as the EU-Asia 
Connectivity Strategy, which aims to improve infrastructure, digital connectivity, and sustainable 
development within member regions. This strategy has fostered economic interaction and 
enhanced understanding between the EU and Asia [Asia-Europe Meeting, 2023]. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, among other health crises, highlighted the importance of a 
coordinated approach to problem-solving.  The WHO facilitated Asian and European nations’ efforts 
in vaccine distribution, allocation, and other crucial health initiatives, strengthening existing Asia-
Europe partnerships and fostering future global public health collaborations. 
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Trade organizations like the WTO work to prevent economic imbalances and ensure fair 
trade by establishing rules and dispute resolution mechanisms.  For example, the WTO addressed 
the dispute between Indonesia and the EU regarding Indonesia’s restriction on raw nickel exports, 
which the EU challenged as violating WTO trade regulations. This case exemplifies the WTO’s crucial 
role in resolving trade conflicts between Asia and Europe [Winkler, S., 2008]. 

While posing challenges, the rise of competition and protectionism has also benefited Asia 
and Europe by providing access to a rules-based trading system. This system facilitates the 
resolution of trade conflicts and promotes stability in global markets.  The WTO’s principles are 
particularly important for smaller economies in Asia and Europe, promoting fairer competition, 
stimulating economic growth, and alleviating poverty through trade [Pletcher, K., 2024]. 

The UN serves as a major body for global governance and intervention, fostering 
unparalleled cooperation among member states. China's position at the UN, particularly through 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has significantly increased infrastructure investment and policy 
cooperation between Asia and Europe. The BRI’s integration into UN narratives and global 
development frameworks has deepened relations between the two regions [Garcia-Herrero, A., T. 
Storella and P. Weil, 2024]. 

Areas of Cooperation: Climate Change, Public Health, and Education 

Climate Action 

Asia and Europe have found common ground regarding climate change, prompting 
collaboration toward sustainable outcomes and environmental protection. This partnership is built 
upon Asian and European efforts in sustainability and renewable energy, as both regions strive to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions and transition to clean energy sources. The EU is collaborating 
with Asian nations like China, India, and Japan to develop green technologies that optimize energy 
efficiency and promote wind, solar, and hydroelectric power.  EU climate action initiatives, such as 
the European Green Deal, have inspired similar policies in some Asian regions, including circular 
economy, zero-waste initiatives, and green infrastructure projects. For example, the EU-Asia Clean 
Energy Technology Network facilitates knowledge exchange, promotes innovation, and conducts 
joint studies on clean energy technologies.  Both Asia and Europe have made significant 
commitments under the Paris Agreement, and ASEM serves as a vital forum for these states to work 
towards achieving their climate targets.  Furthermore, Europe’s Green Deal has encouraged parts 
of Asia to adopt similar sustainability policies, particularly regarding circular economies, zero-waste 
initiatives, and green infrastructure projects. These programs aim to promote economic 
development by creating green jobs and improving energy resilience, in addition to addressing the 
effects of climate change. 

Pandemic Preparedness 

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of global cooperation in maintaining 
robust health systems and pandemic preparedness.  Since then, Asia and Europe have strengthened 
collaboration in healthcare, scientific research, and pandemic response mechanisms.  Along with 
the WHO, both regions have implemented joint initiatives on vaccine implementation, resource 
sharing, and healthcare system strengthening. During the pandemic, European and Asian scientists 
and public health institutions exchanged information and resources, enabling rapid vaccine 
development and treatment protocols. Both Asia and Europe are exploring new frameworks for 
international health security, emphasizing that pandemic preparedness collaborations should 
extend beyond COVID-19. The EU and ASEAN Strategic Partnership in Health have outlined key areas 
of cooperation in their Joint Communique, including disease monitoring and control, joint research, 
and health system strengthening through human resource development.  Further investments 
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include strengthened collaboration on infectious disease research, particularly zoonotic diseases 
with pandemic potential.  Initiatives like the EU-supported GloPID-R network fund global 
preparedness research and foster greater intercontinental research collaboration, reducing 
response time and increasing healthcare capacity for future outbreaks. 

Educational and cultural exchanges 

The Asia-Europe dimension is also important, offering educational and cultural exchanges 
that promote soft power diplomacy and bilateral understanding. For example, the Erasmus+ 
program provides scholarships for students from Asia to study in Europe, and vice-versa, 
encouraging cultural and academic exchange between both regions. Similarly, the ASEF promotes 
and facilitates cultural exchange, youth programs, and collaborative research between Asia and 
Europe.  Research collaborations between European and Asian universities, focusing on areas like 
technology, health science, and climate change, have led to the establishment of joint research 
centers and fostered innovation. Sustainable development benefits from these joint research 
centers, which provide opportunities for universities to further innovation, particularly in 
independent research. Cultural exchange and collaborations, including language, arts, and heritage 
programs, further enable Asia and Europe to leverage their soft power to strengthen mutual 
understanding and relations. 

Education and cultural exchange encourage nations to overcome preconceptions and build 
enduring networks of individuals and organizations with shared goals. These programs not only 
unite people but also prepare them for a globalized world, fostering strong relationships with 
diverse stakeholders, including politicians, diplomats, and those involved in promoting beneficial 
economic ties between the two regions.  For example, the European Union launched the EU-GCC 
Green Transition Project during the 2024 World Future Energy Summit. 

Future prospects: toward a balanced partnership? 

Potential scenarios 

Currently, Asia and Europe are developing alliances that could reshape the global order. 
Several potential outcomes are possible in the coming years, depending on factors such as regional 
geostrategic stability, political and economic perspectives, and trade relations. One key scenario is 
a multipolar world where Asian and European states increase cooperation, reducing reliance on 
established powers like the US. In this scenario, Asian and European countries would likely prioritize 
their economic relationship, climate change collaboration, and regional security initiatives, 
strengthening ASEM and other multilateral forums. 

Alternatively, a competitive alignment scenario could emerge where Asia-Europe relations 
are influenced by external pressures, such as deteriorating US-China relations. In this situation, 
Asian and European states might strengthen their allegiance with one side, impacting trade and 
diplomacy.  However, if both regions adopt a more neutral stance, they could potentially maximize 
economic and diplomatic benefits while mitigating risks to their interests. 

Finally, a potential scenario involves an Asia-led economic shift driven by growing Asian 
markets and initiatives in Europe like the Belt and Road Initiative.  If European countries restructure 
their economies in response, the result could be increased economic and infrastructure connectivity 
across Eurasia. 

Challenges Ahead 

Despite the significant potential for development and partnerships, several challenges 
persist in Asia-EU relations.  For instance, US-China tensions create trade barriers, technology 
limitations, and security issues for both Asia and Europe.  If the US prioritizes human rights, 
cybersecurity, and intellectual property, both regions might face difficulties balancing trade with 
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China.  The growing “tech decoupling” between the West and China is particularly challenging for 
Europe, which aims to maintain technological leadership while retaining access to Asian markets. 

Technological innovations present both opportunities and challenges. The rise of the digital 
economy, AI, and green technology is transforming global supply chains and the competitive 
landscape.  Both regions must adapt to these technological shifts and ensure responsible growth 
with appropriate regulations. While Asian nations have established practices regarding technology, 
Europe’s stricter regulations on data privacy and digital rights will require careful consideration 
regarding implementation and potential impacts on technology ecosystems. 

Furthermore, regional conflicts and political instabilities hinder a strong and balanced 
partnership between Asia and Europe.  Disputes in the South China Sea, the Taiwan Strait, and other 
political disagreements within Asia affect diplomatic, economic, and security relations.  For Europe, 
the ongoing conflict in Ukraine has raised significant security concerns, further complicated by 
Russia’s influence in both Asia and Europe.  Any political instability in either region can negatively 
impact trade, investment, and trust, which are essential for a robust partnership. 

Moving forward 

Resolving these problems requires strong collaboration between Asia and Europe, focusing 
on multilateralism, sustainable investment, and appropriate dialogue in sensitive areas. This shift 
will also strengthen the relationship as Europe and Asia focus on their shared climate, economic, 
and security interests. By collaborating to address these shared challenges, both regions can achieve 
greater stability and prosperity. 

Multilateralism plays a pivotal role in addressing global issues and fostering cooperation 
among countries.  Adopting this approach allows Asia and Europe to harness the capabilities and 
resources of numerous countries to formulate effective and multidimensional solutions. 
Consequently, every country is better represented in decision-making, which increases the sense of 
shared responsibility for the issues at hand. Using multilateral institutions such as the UN, WTO, and 
ASEM, both regions can collaborate on maintaining international norms and rules, resolving 
conflicts, and stimulating sustainable economic development. Strengthening multilateral relations 
will serve the interests not only of Asia and Europe but also of international peace and development. 

These joint efforts regarding renewable energy resources, climate change mitigation, and 
sustainable development will benefit the environment while creating new economic prospects and 
increasing job opportunities. Furthermore, greater cooperation in security and intelligence sharing 
can help both regions address emerging threats, including cyberattacks and transnational 
crime.  Additionally, exchanging ideas and information through educational programs and regional 
interactions will foster a stronger partnership and promote a sense of global community. Ultimately, 
this multidisciplinary cooperation will contribute to a better world where Asia and Europe can 
prosper together. 

Conclusion 

Asia and Europe, with their unique histories, have an opportunity to improve relations and address 
pressing issues. Both regions can engage in constructive dialogues through the ASEM, the United 
Nations, and other trade pacts, which will help develop best practices and partnerships, thereby 
boosting both regional and global economies. 

However, to realize this ambition, both continents must balance intricate power relations, 
technological innovation, and regional tensions while working toward shared objectives. If all parties 
approached issues from a perspective of collaboration rather than competition, it would foster 
greater potential for future interactions. 
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As mentioned previously, the benefits of Asia and Europe working together converge on one 
key outcome: a more unified global society.  A balance of appreciation, vision, and respect is 
essential for building a world that prioritizes equity and sustainability. 
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