
Ten years ago the word "pivot to Asia" was launched. 
The Union has its own 'pivot'. It made it concrete 
through the FTAs it concluded with Korea (very 
successful), with Vietnam and Singapore 
(both members of ASEAN), with Japan (2019) as well as 
through ongoing negotiations with Australia and New 
Zealand, with Indonesia and Malaysia.  
  
Since 1 December 2020, we are a strategic partner of 
the ten members of ASEAN (Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations). With 14 billion euros, we have been the 
largest foreign investor in ASEAN in recent years 
and  the EU remains the source of the largest stock of 
Foreign Direct Investment in the region. ASEAN has a 
population of 650 million inhabitants and its GDP  has 
grown five times in less than 20 years. A region-to-
region FTA between the EU and ASEAN is increasingly 
conceivable, especially since we already have a bilateral 
FTA with some countries.  The EU-China 
Comprehensive Investment Agreement (CAI) was 
concluded in principle only a few months ago, after 
seven years of negotiations. This CAI would help to 
create a level playing field for European companies and 
is to some degree comparable to the Phase 1 
Agreement of the US with China.  However, ratification 
is not for tomorrow. 
     
 



 
On the other hand, the EU wants to balance its 
relationship with Asia and become  less dependent on 
the imports from Asia of strategic materials. I think 
of microprocessor chips (Taiwan, South Korea), and 
battery cells ( Japan, China, South Korea) so 
important for the automotive industry. The new 
industrial policy of the EU and of Germany, Italy and 
France, aims to become much less dependent on non-
European sources.  
 
Talks with India have also resumed after a thirteen-year 
hiatus. This is welcome, as the EU is India's main 
trading partner while for the EU India is only the tenth. 
A great untapped potential! Brexit is requiring New 
Delhi to no longer see London as its sole entry point 
into dealing with ‘Europe’.   
 
Even without a FTA, trade with China developed in such 
a way that China has become after Brexit our largest 
trading partner in 2020 before the US and the UK.  
 
The EU  relationship with China is very diverse and also 
complex: China is a partner (climate, Iran nuclear deal), 
a competitor (also in the new areas of competition 
such as cyberspace, artificial intelligence and 
biotechnology) and a systemic rival (when it comes 
to values and global governance).  



  
The EU-Asia relationship is not limited to China 
however important it may be. We also are not, on the 
whole, as dependent on China as many think. Let us 
look at the figures. For instance, only 7 per cent of 
German exports of goods go to China. And Germany is 
the biggest European exporter to China.  
  
More and more we speak about the Indo-Pacific. The 
Indo-Pacific is home to the world’s fastest growing 
economies, representing 62% of global GDP; it is the 
second largest destination of EU exports and is home to 
four out of the top ten EU trading partners.  So, the EU 
has a big stake in the Indo-Pacific region. The Union has 
every interest that the region remains open and rules-
based. 
 
The EU also wants to be not only a trading partner for 
Asian countries but wants to conclude concrete 
political agreements in which climate, cyber and 
security, among other things, play a major role.  
 
 
The relationship between the EU and Asia must first be 
seen in the light of the greatly changed geopolitical 
situation over the last 30 years. 
 



The balance of power in the world is now primarily 
economic. China could never play this geopolitical role 
without having developed its economic power. It is 
already the world's largest economy in terms of 
purchasing power parity. Other emerging Asian 
economies are performing well. Let's not forget that 
Japan has been a leading economy in the world for 
decades with a population ten times smaller than that 
of China or India. At the same time, we must not lose 
sight of the fact that, politically speaking, the Indo-
Pacific is by no means a homogeneous entity. On the 
contrary. Rivalries occur within this broad region as 
strongly as between some advanced economies and 
others. 
 
We are not living in the Cold War and must not return 
to it. It was a dangerous time for humanity. 
The rivalry between the US and China does not 
lead to bipolarity or a G2. No single power controls the 
world, either economically or militarily. Today there is 
more multipolarity or a-polarity.  
  
Another profound difference with the Cold War is 
that globalisation has created over decades a strong 
economic interdependence between global actors. This 
is in stark contrast to the Cold War where the Soviet 
Union and the USA hardly had any economic ties. 
 



May I again add nuances here because a sober analysis 
that takes all elements into account must also lead to 
rational politics. There are already enough prejudices 
and slogans in the world. Perception is not always 
reality even if it matters in geopolitics.  
 
Globalisation is a dominant feature of world economy 
but  it has passed its peak because each global actor 
wants to be more 'self-reliant', less dependent on the 
other. The pandemic was an eye opener and a catalyst. 
The trade war has of course reinforced this tendency.  
China calls this tendency to more self-reliance  'dual 
circulation', with more emphasis on internal demand 
and less on export-led growth. In the EU, 'strategic 
autonomy' or European sovereignty has become a 
central objective. It covers many areas such as digital 
technology, defence, trade, financial services incl. the 
City of London, telecommunications, strategic sectors, 
medicines and medical devices, migration flows, food. 
In the USA, also under president Biden, 'Buy 
America' continues. Three notions, the same objective.  
  
Since the Great Financial Crisis, trade in goods has 
grown largely in line with world gross domestic product 
(GDP), not faster. This is unusual. In the decades before 
the financial crisis, trade grew twice as fast as world 
GDP. Thus, while the high point of globalisation is 



certainly behind us, no one can escape global 
interdependence. 
 

A decoupling of the major economies is no longer 
possible and certainly not desirable. But the trend 
toward less strategic dependence is clear. The corona 
crisis has also made clear how strategic health and the 
digital are next to e.g. telecommunications, energy and 
everything related to the electrification of transport. 
Global actors, including the EU and its member states, 
are increasingly interested in keeping or having control 
over that kind of companies in their own hands.  

 

Needless to say, this attitude of more folding back on 
oneself also reflects a deep mutual distrust. Trust is 
needed to do anything together. That is lacking today. 
Never forget: interdependence helps peace. The EU 
created among its members exactly this 
interdependence to maintain peace on our continent 
after centuries of wars.  

 

I do not believe in the so-called Thucydides trap where 
it is assumed that rivalry between emerging and 
established powers leads to war. There is no historical 
determinism. But distrust is not a good thing. This also 



increases military spending around the world, least of 
all in the EU by the way.  Cyber-attacks undermine a 
climate of trust. Classical democracies note that even 
attempts have been and are being made to influence 
election results.  
 
Diplomacy -the alternative for war- should not only 
work with 'like-minded' countries but also with those 
who think and act differently. Especially, when the 
stakes are so high as with climate change, purely 
geopolitical strategy must give way. Therefore, it is 
important that the EU and China like the USA and China 
work well together on climate. By the way, the latter 
two are today the biggest polluters together with India. 
Today there is even a race between the global actors to 
become the fastest climate neutral! I welcome that 
kind of rivalry! This race is more important than who 
will walk again on the moon! 
 
That brings me to multilateralism. This suffered hard 
blows in the four Trump years. The first task after 
revitalising the Paris climate agreement is to unblock 
the WTO. The dispute settlement system must be 
restored but also the rules themselves of the WTO 
must be reformed to ensure a global level playing field 
on trade and investment. It is not enough to pay lip 
service to multilateralism. The WTO needs to take 
more account of e-trade, state aid, intellectual 



property, transfer of technology and 
social, labour, environmental and phytosanitary 
standards. 

The EU remains a firm believer in rules-based trade and 
a rules-based order in general. This does not prevent 
the Union from matching this choice with a better and 
non-naïve defence of its interests, especially when it 
finds that the rules are not being respected. The 
measures taken by the Union to protect its interests 
will always be in line with international rules. This was 
confirmed by the Commission as recently as this week. 
This approach lies at the heart of the new European 
concept of ‘strategic autonomy’. It is not specifically 
directed against one particular country. Just ask big 
American tech companies.  

The EU shows it’s commitment to free trade in the 
corona crisis. It is the largest exporter with  80 million 
vaccine doses.  

Nor does the European position on fundamental rights 
and freedoms have to do with prejudice against certain 
countries. Within the EU, by the way, there is the same 
debate with some member states. Recently, the EU 
linked the allocation of huge amounts of structural aid 
to member States , to respect for European values.  

I know that China blames the Union for being 
repeatedly trailed by the United States. However, the 



EU showed this strategic autonomy particularly clearly 
in the Trump era. Today there are many convergences 
with the politics of the Biden administration, simply 
because it mostly does the opposite of what happened 
under Trump. For its part, the EU does not judge the 
alliances of its strategic partners. 

The EU's foreign policy stance is inspired by a double 
approach:  'true to its principles' but always ready for 
dialogue and cooperation.  
 

The EU also has a strategy for connectivity with Asia. 
It's about much more than infrastructure. It's about all 
forms of connecting people, networks and economies.  

The Union  will apply following principles vigorously in 
its connectivity strategy : ecological and financial 
sustainability; respect of social and environmental 
standards; non-discrimination, global rules and a level 
playing field; a just transition, fundamental rights, 
security and good governance; full participation of 
partner countries in global value chains, and achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals. Connectivity must 
promote normative excellence and sustainable 
investment. 
 
  
The EU has a strategy for connectivity, in which it is 
participating in infrastructure projects that link the two 



continents. The need for infrastructure, in Asia in 
particular, is huge and financial help to develop the 
project is estimated at 21 trillion  euro up to 2030.  
 
This European strategy is less spectacular than China's 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The EU is engaged in the 
EU-China Connectivity Platform according the  
principles mentioned above. It explores the 
opportunities for cooperation in the area of transport 
between the EU’s extended TEN-T network and China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The cooperation of 
Member States with the BRI depends on the principles I 
have just outlined. 
   
I admit that in the field of infrastructure, the European 
strategy needs more substance and resources. There is 
an almost unanimous position on this within the Union.  
 
The EU and India are talking about cooperating on joint 
infrastructure projects around the world.  
A Partnership on Sustainable Connectivity and Quality 
Infrastructure was signed between the EU and Japan in 
September 2019. The Partnership covers sectors from 
transport to digital industries. 
 
In the field of connectivity as a broad concept , popular 
perception and reality are sometimes two very 
different things. Let me recall that the EU in the 



six years between 2013 and 2018 provided 410 billion 
euro in official development assistance world-wide 
compared to 464 billion euro under China's flagship BRI 
projects, funded by loans -not grants, as estimated by 
the World Bank. The EU is by far the largest source of 
Foreign Direct Investment, with a total stock of 11,6 
trillion compared to China’s 1,9 trillion. 

 

The EU has been and remains a Connectivity super 
power, both at home and abroad. But we do need to 
think of ourselves in these terms and draw on these 
strengths to frame and execute a strategic approach, 
working with the private sector, EU development banks 
and other public financial institutions and EU member 
states. 

We often complain that the EU is seen as a payer and 
not as a player. The EU is not sufficiently conscious of 
how strong a global economic player it is for many 
years already. The internal market is one of the largest 
in the world. Anyone who wants to sell goods or 
services here needs to abide by European rules, 
because they are extremely strict and well-enforced. I 
am referring to the so-called “Brussels effect”. In those 
rules European values are enshrined, such as provisions 
on climate change, good governance or human 
rights. Google and Amazon abide by strict European 



data protection rules, even in the US. Europe is a 
standard-setter, worldwide. 

 

It is a truism to say that the world is changing, 
technologically but also in terms of the balance of 
power. There are also spectacular shifts in the short 
term. I refer to the recent reversal of policy in the US.  

Unfortunately, it is not yet a time of more global 
cooperation. Therefore, there is an urgent need to 
work on more mutual trust. The EU, according to some, 
believes too much that respect for international law 
and a rules-based multilateral order are the basis for 
peace and cooperation. But relations between 
countries cannot be based on power alone. Europeans 
drew hard lessons from their own tragic history. The EU 
proved that things can be done differently. The 
interdependence of globalisation demands more global 
agreements and global governance. We must move 
forward in this, not backward. That is my fervent hope. 
  
 

 

 

 



 

 

   
 
 
  
 


