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Honorable Mr. Speaker

Your Excellencies

Ladies and Gentlemen

I have pleasure of conveying the sincere greetings and best wishes of the European Parliament to the members of Parliament from the ASEAN countries. In particular, the heartfelt greetings from the President of the European Parliament, Mr. Martin Schulz.

We take our privilege as observers in AIPA very seriously. The European Parliament, and the European Union in general, have consistently supported the integration process in ASEAN, and in that context, a strong parliamentary dimension. The regular participation of the European Parliament at this important gathering reflects our consistent support and we are grateful for the opportunity of being here.

This year’s main theme is one that the European Parliament has been promoting for many years. We have always believed that a strong ASEAN, which is in our interest, needs a strong parliamentary dimension. ASEAN has given itself a very ambitious agenda. ASEAN has proclaimed its wish to be a people-oriented organization, but the reality is that it remains government-drivent.

Regional cooperation and integration cannot be successful without a strong parliamentary dimension, which provides parliamentary oversight, political support and guidance. This is a s true for Europe as it is for ASEAN.

In the beginning, the role of the European Parliament was not very strong. However, we developed from consultative assembly to a true co-legislator today. To illustrate that, about 70% of legislation that affects European citizens today is adopted in Brussels, by the Council and the Parliament. But equally important to legislation is accountability. The more progress ASEAN makes, the more necessary it will become to establish appropriate parliamentary scrutiny.

The European Parliament will be on your side to support that unavoidable trend to a stronger parliamentary dimension in ASEAN. THE European Parliament welcomes the accession of the European Union to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in July 2012. I am pleased to announce that the European Parliament very much supported this important milestone in the relations between ASEAN and the- EU and paved the way for its signature by the High Representatives Catherine Ashton in Phnom Penh. This is also an important step towards achieving Membership of the EU at the East Asia Summit where Russia and the US are already present. We hope that ASEAN leaders will support us in this objective.

The European Parliament welcomes the adoption of the BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN Plan of Action to strengthen the ASEAN-EU enhanced partnership (2013-2017), which will serve as a vehicle to further develop. EU-ASEAN relations, improve the presence and visibility of Europe in this increasingly important world region, and support ASEAN’s integration process. In this context, the EU will continue to support ASEAN’s centrality in the regional architecture, help to enhance the role of the ASEAN Region Forum as the primary platform for regional political security dialogue, and not least contribute in the areas of maritime security, disaster relief and humanitarian assistance.

The European Parliament is pleased that the European Union has been able to make a contribution to peace and stability in the region, such as our involvement in the peace process in Aceh, the reconstruction work in Aceh following the disastrous tsunami. We are now making contribution, however modest, to the conflict resolution activities in Mindanao and Southern Thailand.

We have been following developments on the South China Sea issue with great interest, and not without a certain amount of concern. Our position is clear: without taking any side in the territorial disputes, we encourage all parties involved to find a peaceful and diplomatic solution and to make progress on the code of conduct.

There has been a lot of media attention on the failure of the Phnom Penh meeting to adopt a Final Declaration, and many observers spoke of an increasing rift among different interest in ASEAN. However, there is another way f looking at this. ASEAN has always been a very diverse region, and reaching consensus on all issues is not always possible. Maybe, this situation rather reflects a further maturing of ASEAN mechanics, as you move to establishing an ASEAN Community by 2015.

The bilateral relations between the EU and the individual ASEAN Members have never been as dynamic as they are now. We have signed Partnership and Cooperation Agreements last July with the Philippines and Vietnam, concluded negotiations with Indonesia, and are in the process of negotiating further ones with Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore.

We are also in the process of negotiating Free Trade Agreements with Singapore, Malaysia and Vietnam. A number of ASEAN partners may also decide in the close future to also launch negotiations with us, once the ongoing scoping exercises are concluded and your relevant parliaments have approved the negotiating mandates. Of course, the long-term goal remains a Free Trade Area that comprises the entire ASEAN region.

Under the terms of the Lisbon Treaty, Free trade Agreements concluded by the European Union have to be approved now by the European Parliament. This is an important step forward in strengthening the parliamentary dimension at European level. The first such FTA was endorsed on year ago with South Korea. It is likely that we will vote soon on the first FTA with an ASEAN partner, most probably with Singapore.

As you know, the protection of human rights is a high priority in the work of the European Parliament. We have been encouraged with the establishment of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights a couple years ago, and we have had the opportunity of meeting your representatives and learn about their work.

An important next step is now forthcoming with the adoption of an ASEAN Declaration of Human Rights. The drafting process, we hear, has not been free of criticism by civil society, due to lack of consultation. We also hear that the draft is now ready, but will not be published before next summit. This is a decision for ASEAN leaders to take. Having said that, let me express our invitation to take a more ambitious and pro-active stance towards the protection of human rights. The principle of non-interference in internal affairs should not hinder ASEAN in making further progress.

We have been most encouraged by the positive developments in the last couple of years in the country that is the newest Member of ASEP, Myanmar. The pace of transition towards democracy has been remarkable, and we are aware that ASEAN’s policy of constructive engagement has contributed considerably. The European Parliament visited Myanmar last February. In a resolution the European parliament asked the European Union, following the positive result of the by-elections, to suspend existing sanctions. This was done last April. We hope that the process of transition will be an irreversible one.

We wish ASEAN all success with its ambitious objectives, including the creation of a single market by the 2015. We in Europe have gathered experience in regional integration. There is a lot of potential for both sides to exchange our experience and best practices.

We are important partners for each other. On the one hand, the EU has the biggest single economic market with no internal border and some 500 million consumers. On the other hand, ASEAN is an economic area with almost 600 million inhabitants which has set itself the goal of introducing a single market by 2015 – an economic area of ever increasing importance for the European Union.

Let me conclude by thanking our Indonesia hosts for their gracious hospitality and for organizing this very important meeting in such and efficient manner. I wish the 33rd AIPA General Assembly every success!
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