
 
 

 

PRESS RELEASE 

EU-ASEAN BUSINESS COUNCIL URGES FASTER ACTION TO IMPROVE ASEAN 
COMPETITIVENESS AND SUSTAINABLE RECOVERY  

SLOW PROGRESS ON ASEAN ECONOMIC BLUEPRINT RISKS LONG TERM FUTURE 

Singapore – 27th May 2021: The EU-ASEAN Business Council (EU-ABC) today published two 
papers calling for more progress on ASEAN’s regional economic agenda and linking a durable 
recovery from the pandemic to ASEAN’s Leaders, Trade and Finance Ministers putting in place 
specific measures to accelerate work on the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). 

The EU-ABC, which represents the interests of the European business community across Southeast 
Asia, cited concerns about the lack of progress on key elements of ASEAN economic integration 
under the AEC, particularly in the area of the elimination of non-tariff barriers to trade. In their 
reports, the EU-ABC also noted that even pre-COVID-19, ASEAN was seeing a flattening off of 
foreign direct investment to the region, and a fall in trade. COVID-19 has only worsened that 
position and therefore there is a more pressing need to accelerate regional economic integration to 
assist with the economic recovery from the pandemic. The EU-ABC therefore calls for more 
coherent, faster and transparent action to aid with the economic recovery of the region and to 
bolster its attractiveness for investments.  

Donald Kanak, Chairman of the EU-ABC said: “ASEAN has a huge opportunity in the next few 
years to become an even more significant participant in and contributor to the global economy, if 
it can make tangible progress on its economic integration agenda. That requires a reset in how the 
region deals with non-tariff barriers to trade. That reset is key to easing the flow of goods, improving 
ASEAN’s competitiveness and creating a better investment environment.”  

He continued: “Those measures are key to harnessing the combined strength of all 10 ASEAN 
economies so the region can compete effectively with other regions, leveraging on the dynamism 
and scale of a market of 650 million citizens. By working more cohesively together and delivering 
on the promises made in the AEC Blueprints, the region will recover quicker from the pandemic 
and the recovery will be durable.” 

Chris Humphrey, Executive Director of the EU-ABC added: “We are seeing clear signs that 
businesses are losing patience with the ASEAN economic integration project. Progress has been 
disappointingly slow. Non-tariff barriers to trade remain a major obstacle to sustainable 
development in the region, despite the various statements from the ASEAN leaders and ministers 
that they need to be eliminated. Quantity and Price Controls in particular remain in place, 
diminishing competition and innovation in the region to the detriment of local businesses and the 
wider populations.” 

In the papers, the EU-ABC said that it perceived the following as hampering progress on economic 
integration: 

 Lack of commitment or inability to deliver on the promises enshrined in both the 2015 and 
2025 ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) Blueprints; 

 Targets set by ASEAN are regularly missed, in particular commitments to tackle non-tariff 
barriers to trade are hampered by ineffective processes and tools; 



 
 

 

 Existing trade facilitative agreements, such as the ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement (ATIGA), 
remain to be fully implemented or adhered to; 

 The region is adding new ideas and programmes, such as in digital transformation, but continues 
to fail to deliver on existing ones. 

A consequence of ASEAN’s lack of progress in these areas is that most multinationals (as well as 
regional SMEs) treat ASEAN as ten individual markets, and consequently focus on one or a few 
markets that are of most importance or interest to them and do not address the region as a whole.1 
An even more significant consequence is that a sustainable recovery from the pandemic hangs in 
the balance. 
 
“The pandemic offers ASEAN a challenge and an opportunity for a “reset” in its approach to 
economic integration. More urgency, more commitment, more resources are needed to deliver the 
AEC Blueprint and realise the region’s huge potential. Business needs to play its part by identifying 
barriers and then executing with more jobs, more trade and more investment whenever barriers 
are eliminated” added Chris Humphrey.  
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1 In the EU-ABC’s EU-ASEAN Business Sentiment Survey 2020, only 16% of respondents said they had a regional strategy, down from 
24% in 2018.  Only 2% of respondents said that work on the AEC was progressing fast enough, down from 8% in 2018.  



 
 

 

Summary of Recommendations from EU-ABC 

Proposal 1: Non-Tariff Barriers 

To help meet Brunei’s Number 1 Priority Economic Deliverable, we suggest a dual track process 
to help streamline NTMs and tackle NTBs.  This can be summarised as: 

 

Proposal 2: Instituting an Informed Compliance Framework in ASEAN 

 EU-ABC proposes for the institution of an “Informed Compliance Framework” in ASEAN 
to increase understanding, predictability and certainty for the trading community when 
dealing with customs authorities. 

 An informed compliance framework ensures that: 

o Guidance is provided where legislation and regulation invariably leave gaps and 
room for interpretation; 

o Better guidance is provided on issues of principle, but not on specific cases which 
may be too detailed or confidential; and, 

o Guidance is published for e.g. based on issued rulings, resolved ASSIST queries, 
and other cases from around the region on all issues relating to trade facilitation  

 Examples of such an approach can be found in the UK (Public Notices), US (Informed 
Compliance) and WCO (Advisory Opinions, Commentaries, Case Studies etc).  

 For ASEAN this can include guidance on HS Classification, valuation, rule of origin 
calculation and certification procedures etc.  



 
 

 

Proposal 3: ASEAN Low Value Shipment Programme 

 EU-ABC had proposed in 2018 that ASEAN institutes simplified customs procedures for low 
value shipments. This proposal is revenue neutral, but proposes to simplify customs 
procedures for e.g. through reduced data elements, consolidated clearances etc. for such 
shipments so as to reduce processing costs and simplify processes for SMEs.  

 The 7th ASEAN Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors Meeting noted that “We are 
pleased with….(iii) the on-going work by the ASEAN Feasibility Study Group to study the 
implementation of Simplified Customs Procedures for Low Value Shipments on a pathfinder 
basis”2  

 Given the criticality for trade, the AEM may wish to consider the feasibility of instituting 
such procedures for low value shipments across ASEAN and instructing the speeding up of 
work by the ASEAN Feasibility Study Group. 

  

 
2 ASEAN Finance Ministers & Central Bank Governors Joint Statement at 7th AFMGM, 30th March 2021 



 
 

 

About the EU-ASEAN Business Council 

The EU-ASEAN Business Council (EU-ABC) is the primary and sole voice for European business 
covering all of the ASEAN region. 

It is recognised by the European Commission and the ASEAN Secretariat and is an accredited entity 
under Annex 2 of the ASEAN Charter. Independent of both bodies, the Council has been 
established to help promote the interests of European businesses operating within ASEAN and to 
advocate for changes in policies and regulations which would help promote trade and investment 
between Europe and the ASEAN region. The Council works on a sectorial and cross-industry basis 
to help improve the investment and trading conditions for European Businesses in the ASEAN 
region through influencing policy and decision makers throughout the region and in the EU, as 
well as acting as a platform for the exchange of information and ideas amongst its members and 
regional players within the ASEAN region. 

The EU-ABC’s membership consists of large European Multi-National Corporations and the nine 
European Chambers of Commerce from around Southeast Asia.  The EU-ABC represents a diverse 
range of European industries cutting across almost every commercial sphere from car 
manufacturing through to financial services and including Fast Moving Consumer Goods and high-
end electronics and communications.  Our members all have a common interest in enhancing trade, 
commerce and investment between Europe and ASEAN. 

The Executive Director of the EU-ASEAN Business Council is Mr Chris Humphrey, and its 
Chairman is Mr Donald Kanak. The Council is led by an elected Board consisting of corporate 
leaders representing a range of important industry sectors and representatives of the European 
Chambers of Commerce. 

 

 


