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Abstract

In the past few decades, the study of International Relations (IR) has witnessed various types of cooperative frameworks: multilateralism, trans-regionalism, inter-regionalism, old/new regionalism, multiple regionalism, minilateralism, bi-polarism and also unilateralism. They are conceived as efficient substitutes for the bilateral state-to-state relations in today’s globalized world. Among these, inter-regionalism is a novel phenomenon to both scholars and political practitioners. Present studies attribute the growth of inter-regionalism to globalism, regionalism and the rise of the Triadic regions (East Asia, EU-Europe and the US). In return, inter-regionalism is also seen as a catalyst for regionalism and multilateralism. Several scholars state that inter-regionalism will contribute to the elimination of unilateralism. Nevertheless, the correlation of bilateralism and inter-regionalism has been widely neglected in existing research. This paper aims at closing this gap by suggesting that the two in fact coexist in the toolbox of external relations, with bilateralism maintaining a high degree of popularity. In this research, the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), which brings together two of the world’s most developed regions, East Asia and EU-Europe, will serve as a case-study.
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Introduction
Globalized financial crises, transnational terrorism and cross-border crimes, epidemical diseases, global warming and climate change are some of the challenges threatening the whole world in the past few decades. They ruthlessly reveal the incapability of individual nation-states to tackle these problems alone. IR scholars and practitioners very soon pointed out the necessity of cooperation among actors in the international arena.
 Subsequently, the establishment as well as the research of various types of cooperation framework proliferated. A number of multilateral organizations like the United Nations (UN), International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank came to life in the 1940s. While the 1950s and 1960s were marked by the so-called “old wave” of regionalism, the 1980s and 1990s witnessed the “new wave” of regional institution-building.
 Yet, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, which left the world with the United States as the only “superpower”, a tendency toward unilateralism of the US worries other actors in the international relations, especially after the 2001 September 11 tragedy. At the same time, as the number and maturity of regional organizations and groups increased, more and more inter-regional interactions have been established. 
As Hänggi et al. argue “inter-regionalism has become an important feature in international relations….The study of inter-regionalism promised new insight into how international institution-building affects the emergence of a multilayered system of global governance.”
 This paper will focus on this young phenomenon in the IR. Notably, the majority of present researches on inter-regionalism are devoted to its potential functions, which frequently leads to the discussion of relations between inter-regionalism and unilateralism, regionalism or multilateralism. However, bilateralism was seldom mentioned. This paper will cover this gap by identifying the correlation between inter-regionalism and bilateralism.
Although the theoretical deductive method is the most popular in the study of inter-regionalism thus far, this paper prefers the case-study approach which allows empirical study and is less abstract. Among various cases, the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), which is seen as one of the most advanced and original examples of inter-regionalism,
 will serve as the focus case-study. Besides, it is the highest level of interaction between two of the Triadic regions, Europe and East Asia.
Bilateralism in inter-regionalism: three competition viewpoints
Remarkably, since the end of the Second World War, states in the Europe and the European Community, then European Union (EU), have been strong advocates of regionalism and inter-regionalism. The EU is always referred to as the most successful example of regionalism
 or even the ultimate end of regional integration.
 It also actively promotes regionalism elsewhere in the world, preferring a “regional approach” rather than dealing with individual states one by one.
 The “regional approach” also gains support from rationalists who see it a way to save costs and time by dealing with a group of states collectively. In this sense, inter-regionalism is an efficient substitute for bilateral state-to-state relations.
Yet, in the existing studies of inter-regionalism, this new phenomenon is described either as complementary or a back-up to bilateralism. For instance, Dent stated that from the outset “this new framework [ASEM] for managing EU-East Asia relations was to complement existing bilateral (e.g. EU-China) links and not supplant them.”
 He added in a later paper that “ASEM’s relative informality has helped ease the path of bilateral relations in more sensitive areas” and it also “provided some new impetus to EU-East Asia bilateral ties, if not only by reminding each partner that their relations are now constituent to a broader framework.”

In their comparative study of APEC and ASEM, Maull and Okfen claimed that APEC and ASEM are useful in settling bilateral issues “in the margins” and allow governments to rationalize their bilateral relations, especially for small member states whose bureaucratic resources are comparatively limited.
 The same argument can also be found in one or two sentences in the research of other scholars such as Forster and Reiterer.
 Besides, Fort mentioned that ASEM has given rise to “concrete cooperation on security between two or several ASEM countries”.
 Regarding trade relations, Gilson briefly alleged that an inter-regional forum would support bilateral linkages rather than replace them.

On the other hand, Yeo briefly stated that ASEM is “in competition” with bilateral forums like EU-Japan, EU-China and EU-Korea “for attention and resources”.
 Reiterer, moreover, saw the EU-Myanmar bilateral relations as destructive to ASEM.
 A study of the 2006-2008 media imagery of ASEM reflects that during the ASEM summits instead of the interaction in the form of group-to-group, that is, EU-to-ASEAN+3, the bilateral state-to-state meetings in the margins of the ASEM summits turn out to be the focus.

By and large, there are three rather contrary views on the correlation between inter-regionalism and bilateralism:
(i) Inter-regionalism serves as an efficient substitute of bilateralism;
(ii) Inter-regionalism coexists and complements bilateralism; and
(iii) Inter-regionalism and bilateralism are in competition for government resources and media attentions, and can be counter-constructive to each other.
Nevertheless, the aforementioned arguments are, at present, presented in one or two sentences in existing studies. Hardly any of them were supported by evidence or explained in detail. This is because the majority of research on inter-regionalism concentrates on its potential functions, especially the potential contribution to the management of global issues. The only study providing a deeper insight concerning the impact of inter-regionalism on bilateralism was Yepes’ journal paper. He attempted to demonstrate that ASEM has encouraged the establishment of bilateral relations between individual EU member states (Sweden and Spain in his case-studies) and Asia.
 He argued that individual ASEM states tend to use different levels of interaction selectively, including bilateral, multilateral and inter-regional, in different issue fields. However, the empirical evidence did not sufficiently prove that bilateralism is the alternative to inter-regionalism, although he illustrated that ASEM has structurally enhanced bilateral relations of certain EU member states with East Asia. Therefore, the following sections will examine these arguments both empirically and theoretically, and in detail.
Methodology
By “empirical study”, this paper will use the primary data of the seminal empirical research entitled “Public, Elite and Media Perceptions of the EU in Asia” (EU Perception in Asia project), to demonstrate, first, how many bilateral meetings have taken place on the sidelines of the ASEM summits and what they were about. Then, this work will determine whether these bilateral links are complementary or contrary to the corresponding ASEM summits. In addition, a number of key official documents of ASEM and the EU have been consulted.
The “EU Perception in Asia project” was initiated by the National Centre for Research on Europe, University of Canterbury, New Zealand in 2002.
 It identifies the external image of the EU and the attitude and opinions on the ASEM process in Asia. Today, it covers nineteen countries
 (twenty-one locations, three from China), from Pacific to Asia to Africa. The ultimate goal of the project is to cover all Asian participating nations in ASEM. Notably, only data concerning ASEM imagery in the Asian media will be used. In the dataset, relevant data available covers ASEM6 in six Asian locations (namely the four North East Asian localities of Japan, South Korea, mainland China and SAR Hong Kong; and two South-East Asian countries of Singapore and Thailand). In order to extend the empirical group, the author built up an additional dataset for two other Southeast Asian locations, Indonesia and the Philippines, by applying the same methodology and sourcing from the online news archive FATIVA. In order to warrant comparability in the analysis of the media content in this multilingual analysis, this paper focused on the media portrayals of ASEM in the English-language press in the region (Table 1). Furthermore, in order to establish a longitudinal comparison, the author repeated the same methodology and generated media analysis of ASEM7, using FATIVA as a source of news items.
Every location in this study has a reputable English-language daily which is typically read by local leaders, educated elites (including students) and foreigners (either residing in an Asian location, or following local events from abroad). The local English-language press is also read by media professionals from outside the locality as a guide for external newsmakers in reporting domestic current events. Such newspapers tend to employ both local and foreign journalists and editors with proficiency in English and extensive international experiences. These outlets also tend to cooperate closely with international news wires. Due to the profile of their readership and staff, English-language dailies in the Asian locations examined in this study create a unique and highly respected forum to exchange ideas on regional and international developments. Arguably, such newspapers should feature a high interest in the major international summits and their impact, ASEM included.
Table 1: Monitored English-language dailies
:

	
	Locations
	English-language dailies chosen
	Ownership
	Circulation

	Northeast Asia
	Mainland China
	China Daily
	Communist Party of China
	300 000

	
	Hong Kong SAR
	South China Morning Post
	SCMP Group
	107 080

	
	Japan
	Japan Times
	Japan Times Ltd
	70 000

	
	South Korea
	Korea Herald
	Herald Media
	50% market share

	Southeast Asia
	Indonesia
	Jakarta Post
	PT Bina Media Tenggara
	35 000

	
	the Philippines
	Manila Bulletin
	Manila Bulletin Publishing Corporation
	47% market share

	
	Singapore
	Strait Times
	Singapore Press Holdings
	388 500

	
	Thailand
	Bangkok Post
	Post Publishing Public Co. Ltd
	63 000


This analysis concentrated on the “peak” periods in ASEM’s media coverage – one month before the ASEM summit to one week after the two-day meeting both in 2006 and 2008. The monitoring period for ASEM 6 (Helsinki) was from August 10 to September 18 in 2006, and for ASEM 7 (Beijing) from September 24 to November 1 in 2008. News outputs of the English-language newspapers for these two periods were searched using the key phrases of “Asia Europe Meeting”, “ASEM” or “Asia Europe Summit”. A total of 190 news items were collected and analysed (averaging in 17.3 news items per week per outlet). To break down, 74 news items were collected in the “ASEM6 period”, whereas 116 were in “ASEM7 period”.
The definitions of inter-regionalism and bilateralism
Owing to the novelty of the study of inter-regionalism, no universally agreed definition has been reached. A few scholars provide simple definitions of it: Gilson uses “interaction of one region with another”,
 whereas Söderbaum and van Langenhove prefer “the condition or process whereby two regions interact as regions”.
 Reiterer, on the other hand, stated that “inter-regionalism refers to an arrangement between two regionalisms, either contractual or de facto”.
 Yet, the most detailed and widely adopted is Hänggi’s five-type typology.
 He distinguishes different types of inter-regional relations by looking at the types of actors involved: between a regional organization/group and a third country (Type 1); between two regional organizations (Type 2); between a regional organization and a regional group (Type 3); between two regional groups (Type 4), and among groups of states from more than two core groups (Type 5). Relations between two regional organizations are seen as the “ideal case”, whereas Type 1 and Type 5 are treated as “borderline cases” and only counted as “inter-regional relations in the wider sense”.
 The introduction of “inter-regionalism in the broader sense” is then adopted in other research.
 However, many scholars, such as Rüland, refuse to recognize “relations between organization/group and a single power” as a form of inter-regionalism, whilst Hänggi does.
This paper follows Hänggi’s typology except that “Type 1” will be excluded. Accordingly, Hänggi identifies ASEM as “Type 3”, with the European Union (EU) as a regional organization and the ASEAN+3 (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations plus three Northeast Asian nations
) as a regional group. Although ASEM has been grouped into “trans-regionalism” in some other research,
 it falls into the wider sense of inter-regionalism. On the other hand, relations between a regional organization/group and a third country (Type 1) will be referred to as bilateral relations in this paper. Certainly, the traditional bilateral state-to-state relations will be considered in the paper as well.
Notably, the bilateral relations between Asian and European states cover a wide variety of issues, from trade to security partnership, from past colonial to strategic relations. Remarkably, most of them were established long before the birth of ASEM.
Today, the ASEM process officially embraces two regional organizations, (the EU, the ASEAN) and one regional group (the ASEAN+3), and involves also two members of the South Asia Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). At the same time, forty-three of its partners are sitting on the table on behalf of their own nation-state. In its maximum capacity, the EU, for example, can establish four group-to-group inter-regional links as well as 16 bilateral links with Asian states, as demonstrated by Figure 1 below. On the other side, China, for instance, can establish 28 bilateral relations with the 27 EU member states and the EC, while the ASEAN can have a group-to-group relation with the EU and 27 group-to-state bilateral relations with the EU member states (see Figure 2). As a result, there could be a maximum of four group-to-group, 97 regional group/organization-to-state and 432 state-to-state ties between Asia and Europe under the ASEM umbrella. The picture formed by these numbers is, on one hand, overwhelming but delusive on the other. Definitely, this number certainly does not represent the reality. The following sections will identify the actual links existing and functioning under the ASEM framework empirically.
Figure1: Potential inter-regional and bilateral links under the ASEM umbrella (EU)
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Figure2: Potential inter-regional and bilateral links under the ASEM umbrella (ASEAN and China)
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An overview of ASEM as an inter-regional dialogue
Before turning to the empirical analysis of the ASEM process, a brief introduction of the case-in-study will be helpful. In 1994, former Singapore Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong proposed the idea of creating an Asia-Europe inter-regional forum to his French counterpart, during the eleventh ASEAN-EU Ministerial Meeting. The European Council accepted, with hesitation though,
 the proposal in June 1995, and decided to include only the 15 EU member states at that time. On the other side, three Northeast Asian countries, China, Japan and South Korea, accepted the invitation of the ASEAN to join such a forum. Notably, China and Japan were reluctant at the beginning.
 Subsequently, the inaugural ASEM summit took place in March 1996 in Bangkok, where 15 member states of the EU, the European Commission (EC), seven ASEAN member states
 and the plus three countries convened at the highest level and the largest scale ever. The two sides agreed to use the ASEM process to strengthen the inter-regional links and to share the responsibility of building greater understanding between the peoples of both regions through closer people-to-people contacts.

The ASEM process has the head-of-state level biennial summits on the top, followed by meetings among ministers of various policy fields and senior official meetings. In these various levels of meetings, the ASEM partners have their own national seat and acting on behalf of their nation states, except the EC and the ASEAN Secretariat. The summit provides the guidance and direction, and endorses initiatives. It is, hence, the focus of academic, practitioners and the media. Unlike other international organizations, ASEM has no secretariat or headquarters to handle the everyday work. Hence, according to the ASEM “handbook”, Asia Europe Cooperation Framework 2000,
 the foreign ministers and their senior officials are responsible for the preparation of the biennial summits and the coordination of activities. Moreover, two ASEM coordinators from Europe and two from Asia are facilitating the coordination and the communication among ASEM partners in their respective regions.
The meetings are carried out according to six key principles: equal partnership, maintenance of open and evolutionary, enhancement of mutual understanding and awareness, multi-dimensionality, informality, dual-tracks system which involve governments in the first track and private actors in the second track.
The latest summit, ASEM7, was held in Beijing in October 2008.
 It marked also the second enlargement
 of ASEM and the highest attendance of ASEM summits, with the presence of 43 heads of state/government, the President of the EC and the Secretary General of the ASEAN Secretariat. The first round of enlargement took place in 2004, welcoming the ten new EU Central and Eastern Europe new member states and three new members of the ASEAN, after considerable controversy between the EU and the ASEAN. Notably, the participation of Myanmar was limited to ministerial level. Moreover, over the past twelve years, more than 120 initiatives were endorsed and seven declarations were issued. Some of the most well followed-up initiatives comprise the Trade Facilitation Action Plan (TFAP), Investment Promotion Action Plan (IPAP), Asia-Europe Business Forum (AEBF) and Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF).
 On the other hand, although state-to-state bilateral meetings are not included as key element in ASEM documents, research shows that they do occupy significance amount of attention from the media and ASEM partners.
ASEM and bilateralism: competing for media attention?
From the 190 “ASEM news items” collected, more than half of them contain a “bilateral element”, which refers here to the coverage of a bilateral meeting, a bilateral relation or the role of bilateralism in general. This made up 55.4% (41 out of 74 news items) of the ASEM6 coverage and 49.1% (57 out of 116 news items) of the ASEM7 coverage. In the 41 news items of ASEM6, the majority (34 pieces of news) featured mainly the bilateral meetings/relations while ASEM was brought up in one or two sentences. Similarly in the ASEM7 findings, 84.5% of the reportage (98 pieces of news) was devoted to the bilateral meetings/relations. Remarkably, the bilateral meetings and relations in the reportage always included the local states as one partner, for instance, the Korea-Romania relations in the Korean Herald and the Sino-EU summit in China Daily. In the coverage, the ASEM summits were framed as a shelter or an umbrella for various bilateral interactions. By contrast, merely 14.9% and 19.8% of the ASEM reportage in 2006 and 2008 respectively had ASEM at the spotlight and gave details on what was happening during the ASEM summits.
Such a predominance of attention of the bilateral relations could be explained from a news production perspective. It is easier for the newspaper to “sell” news stories with the respective state as a main actor to local readers who are more familiar with national affairs than the international ones. As an editor stated, “I think Hong Kong doesn't value international news, it just concerns local news.”
 Moreover, international summits and events, such as ASEM, are less proximate to both the reader and news makers. News writers find it difficult and clumsy to present because a great deal of background information would be required. On the other hand, readers require certain background knowledge so as to understand and absorb such reporting. As a result, news makers simply report bilateral relations with its local country on one side. Another interviewed editor explained, “We choose news not according to its nature, we look at the news value, like the relevancy to Chinese.”

Besides, according to a news maker from the Straits Times, “We want it [the news] to have significant impact on the lives, and the readers must be interested in the subject. Another factor is the long-term implication of the development.”
 This brings up another explanation for the failure of ASEM to attract media attention: a lack of tangible fruits. Skimming through the articles in the dataset, ASEM was sometimes depicted as a “talk-shop” where leaders from Asia and Europe greet each other and conduct shallow discussions.
 On the other hand, bilateral state-to-state contact appeared to yield more tangible results, for example, the signature of the Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement on the margins of ASEM6 and the signature of two documents of cooperation on technology innovation and to fight climate change between China and Denmark on the fringe of ASEM7. Subsequently, bilateral ties tend to have more “substance” to them than the ASEM summits.
Apart from informing us that bilateralism attracts more media attention than the ASEM process does, the media analysis data can also provide details of the bilateral meetings which took place in the margins of ASEM6 and ASEM7.
Dealing bilaterally in an inter-regional dialogue?
To explore deeper, in the 2006 findings, there were 29 state-to-state bilateral meetings and four EU-to-one-state bilateral meetings on the sidelines of ASEM6 reported in the eight monitored dailies. China Daily alone recorded seven bilateral meetings between China and its European ASEM partners (see Table 2 below). On the fringes of ASEM7, 32 state-to-state meetings together with six EU-to-one-state bilateral meetings were reported in the eight monitored English-language dailies. The Bangkok Post listed nine bilateral meetings between its then Prime Minister Somchai Wongsawat and his ASEM member state counterparts in the margins of the 2-day-ASEM7 summit (see Table 3). 
Furthermore, when Table 2 is compared to Table 3, it is found that there was an increase of intra-regional bilateral meetings among Asian ASEM partners from ASEM6 to ASEM7. On the other hand, the number of bilateral meetings between a European state and an Asian state has decreased. Notably, many of the news items analyzed simply listed the bilateral meetings which have taken place without providing more information. That was especially the case regarding ASEM7 news coverage, which was very much dominated by the global financial crisis at that time. A growing interest in intra-regional cooperation/integration in Asia might also explain such a concentration of intra-regional bilateral relations. Hence, official documents of some ASEM partners have been consulted in this section. Besides, due to the large number of bilateral meetings on the sidelines of ASEM6 and ASEM7, only a few cases could be studied in more detail.
Table 2: Bilateral Meetings on the sidelines of ASEM6
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In addition, the coverage of ASEM also featured several bilateral links. The 2006 findings contained EU-South Korea FTA, EU-China and EU-Japan ties in China Daily and the Straits Times as well as EU’s support for South Korea’s engagement policy toward North Korea in the Korea Herald. Similar to the case of bilateral meetings, the reportage of bilateral relations also increased from ASEM6 to ASEM7 (see Table 4). Notably, with Beijing acting as the host of ASEM7, many ASEM partners seemed to grab this chance to deepen their bilateral links with China. On the other hand, as a new comer to ASEM, India appeared as another popular partner for bilateral engagements.
Table 4: Bilateral relations mentioned in the ASEM7 reportage. [image: image5.png]Korea Herald
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Nevertheless, although the media analysis data can reflect the multitude of sideline bilateral contacts in ASEM, it is not a complete source of all the bilateral meetings which have taken place during ASEM6 and ASEM7. For instance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan recorded that its then Prime Minister Koizumi had held bilateral talks with leaders from Finland, the Philippines, Spain and Vietnam as well as discussing “bilateral and international issues with other leaders at meals and between sessions”
 of the Helsinki summit. However, the Japan Times seemed to be more interested in the possibly not-taking-place of a meeting between Koizumi and his counterparts from China or South Korea. This paper is using the meetings reported in the monitored news outlets as case studies.
When EU opts for bilateralism
The data shows that ASEM partners have been actively conducting bilateral businesses on the sidelines of the official summits, be it on the day before or after the summit, or during short breaks between summit sessions, be it in the hotel lobbies, on the dinner tables or at the corridors. The next question will be what are they working on bilaterally, while they are attending an inter-regional summit?
The first case would be the 9th Sino-EU Summit, in 2006, which is usually held annually in December but was moved to coincide with the sixth Asia-Europe Meeting. On one side, China urged the EU to lift the arms embargo and to recognize the mainland as a market economy. Moreover, China attempted to tackle bilateral trade conflicts like protectionalism in the EU and the increased number of anti-dumping measures against China. On the other side, the EU sought the chance to discuss cooperation on energy and climate change with China. Besides, the two sides also discussed international and regional issues such as the Middle East crisis. Compared to the Chairman’s Statement of ASEM6,
 a majority of these topics were discussed in both summits, namely the opposition of protectionalism, conflicts in the Middle East, sustainable development, the environment and energy security. While the handling of bilateral trade conflicts and the arms embargo was reasonably dealt with bilaterally, the repetition of topics in two side-by-side summits was rather problematic. It might be because the EU and China preferred to reach a certain degree of consensus before meeting more delegations in ASEM, or that they thought bilateralism is more effective regarding those issues. Further research would be required in this regard.
Then, turning to the EU-South Korea relations, the negotiation of a bilateral free trade agreement (FTA) topped the bilateral agenda. As quoted by the China Daily, EC President “Barroso suggested the EU was ready to pursue a free trade agreement with South Korea, now that WTO negotiations have stalled.”
 Notably, when multilateral efforts in WTO failed, the EU switched to start the negotiation of bilateral FTA with South Korea (and with some ASEAN member states later) “in the corridors of ASEM” instead of resolving the problem in ASEM. Besides, the EU saw ASEM6 as a chance for ASEAN members to “plead their case” concerning bilateral trade deals with EU members.
 Although more than 50 initiatives have been endorsed in ASEM’s first decade to facilitate inter-regional trade and promote inter-regional investment, the EU still switched to bilateral FTAs with individual Asian states. In this sense, bilateralism appears to be a better option than inter-regional or multilateral efforts. The signature of the Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement on the fringe of ASEM served as another proof.
The third case is the handling of human rights issues in the Philippines and Indonesia. The Jakarta Post recorded that the EC President Barroso had discussed the investigation of the murder of the Indonesian human rights defender and leading civil society activist, Munir, with its President Yudhoyono in the margin of ASEM6.
 Besides, the EU has raised concerns about the murders of journalists and militant activists in Manila to Philippines President Arroyo bilaterally on the sidelines of ASEM6. Furthermore, the EC and the Burmese officials had an expert-level talk on the sidelines of the ASEM7, in which the EC called for the release of political prisoners including Aung San Suu Kyi and an "inclusive" election process in 2010. These issues were possibly too “sensitive” to be discussed openly during ASEM, so that the EU had to deal with them bilaterally.
On the other hand, some Asian states sought the chance to tackle bilateral problems with the EU in the margins of ASEM. For example, during ASEM7, the Indonesian President Yudhoyono raised the problem to the EC President Barroso of the ban of Indonesian airlines to enter the EU. The Thai Prime Minister assured the EC on the sidelines of the two-day ASEM7 that his government would solve Thailand's political crisis through democratic means to ensure the country's planned megaprojects could proceed.
In sum, the EU did not demonstrate any preference of inter-regionalism in the two most recent ASEM summits. Bilateralism was used when the achievement of ASEM was not satisfactory, or to deal with bilateral conflicts which are too sensitive to put into the ASEM agenda. This reflects a pragmatic approach of the EU when facing Asia. The EU is ready to use, from its “tool box”, bilateral, inter-regionalism or multilateralism when it is appropriate.
When EU member states opt for bilateralism
Although the EU is always referred to as a united group in the ASEM process, there are many cases in which its individual member states actively develop bilateral state-to-state relations with Asian states under the ASEM framework. The dataset has illustrated that certain EU member states have more bilateral businesses than the others, namely Britain, Finland, France and Germany in ASEM6; France, the Netherlands and Poland during ASEM7. Most of them are old and bigger EU members, whilst new EU states from Central and Eastern Europe were rather inert. This contradicts to the assumption of rationalists that the small states would proactively utilize the chance to meet as many foreign leaders as possible. Significantly, many of the aforementioned EU members are not only leaders in the European integration but also advocates for the creation of ASEM. It is paradoxical that they run their businesses bilaterally with their Asian counterparts instead of fully utilize the ASEM process. 
Finland, as the host of ASEM6, had received several Asian leaders in their state visit before or after the 2-day ASEM. After ASEM6, Finnish Prime Minister Vanhanen and President Halonen held bilateral meetings with leaders from China, Indonesia and the Philippines. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China and its embassy in Finland, the leaders discussed topics like the expansion of bilateral trade and the increase of mutual investment, the deepening of cooperation in science and technology and the Middle East crisis. The two states signed several cooperation documents covering the economy, education and communications.
 Besides, Indonesia and Finland signed a new agreement on promotion and protection of investments on 12 September.
 On the other hand, President Arroyo from the Philippines has met the Finnish President Halonen and a group of business executives from top Finnish firms to promote the Philippines as a destination for foreign investment.
 Remarkably, the areas covered in these bilateral talks were usually duplications of those covered in ASEM6.
During ASEM7, China had bilateral talks with at least eight of the EU member states on the fringes. While Finland sought to strengthen its economic ties, and cooperation in environmental protection and energy conservation with China, Danish Prime Minister Rasmussen had signed two documents of cooperation on technology innovation and to fight climate change with China. German Chancellor Merkel, on the other hand, used the chance to recover the chilled Sino-German relations after Berlin’s reception of the Dalai Lama in 2007. She also introduced a delegation of business leaders that had traveled with her to China to the Chinese leaders. Additionally, Ireland attempted to boost trading partnerships with China in an all-round way, as Irish Prime Minister Cowen had brought with him a trade mission comprised of firms from diverse industries, including education, financial services, software and information technology, and healthcare. Besides, Slovenian President Turk’s government sought to expand investment in China as part of the solution to balance the bilateral trade deficit. Interestingly, all of these EU members determined to foster their economic ties with China bilaterally, even though the enhancement of inter-regional trade and investment has been one of ASEM’s major objectives.
Conversely, the bilateral talks between France and Thailand differed from the abovementioned ones in content. On the fringes of ASEM7, the French foreign minister Kouchner complained to his Thai counterpart about the time-buying tactics of the Burmese regime in the improvement of the human rights situation. In ASEM6, the then Thai Prime Minister Thaksin had lobbied his French and British counterparts to support his Deputy Prime Minister Surakiart for a United Nation's top post in their sideline meetings. Certain ASEM partners seem to fill their suitcases with national businesses to deal with under ASEM’s roof.
Paradoxically, individual EU member states seemed busy dealing with national affairs bilaterally with Asian states under the ASEM framework, while many issues are supposed to be discussed within ASEM or handled by the EU. It is especially the case in trade and investment promotion, which lie in the first pillar of EC’s competence. It indicates that states are reluctant to entrust their national interest to the EU, especially the bigger member states. Will the Lisbon Treaty, which came into force on 1 December 2009, make a change? An extension of this research to cover future ASEM summits will be required to address such a question.
Conclusion

According to the EC official website:
ASEM is not a substitute for other bilateral or multilateral fora involving Asia and Europe, but it facilitates and stimulates progress in other settings. ASEM enhances synergies in Asia-Europe relations and complements other levels of relations between the two regions. For example, the ASEM Summits offer excellent opportunities for bilateral meetings to take place in parallel. The first Summit between the EU and China took place before the opening of the ASEM 2 Summit. EU-China and EU-Republic of Korea Summits were held in Helsinki in September 2006 before the ASEM 6 Summit.

The EC is right to point out that ASEM would not substitute bilateral state-to-state ties between Asia and Europe. This research shows a “mushrooming” of bilateral meetings under the ASEM umbrella (see Figure 3 below). Bilateralism, however, does not only coexists but also complements inter-regionalism. Many ASEM partners have switched to bilateralism when ASEM failed to boost inter-regional trade and investment. The reality is far more complicated than what is predicted theoretically. Inter-regionalism is not replacing bilateralism.
In addition, there is an obvious duplication of work in the sideline bilateral meetings and the ASEM summits. This reflects a lack of willingness as well as confidence to reach achievement through the ASEM process. Besides, as government delegations tend to use the same materials for both bilateral meetings and the ASEM summits, bilateralism is re-using instead of competing for government resources with inter-regionalism. By and large, EU-East Asia relations are still mainly driven by bilateral state-to-state relations, with nation states safeguarding their national interests. Despite there being numerous functions of ASEM deduced from various IR theories, serving as a shelter for bilateral meetings is apparently a major contribution of the inter-regional process.
Moreover, the findings have shown that in high level summits, like ASEM, participating states tend to pretend to concerns with big international and regional issues, but are more obsessed by national economic and political interests in reality.
Figure3: Bilateral meetings took place on the sidelines of ASEM7 reported in the data
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