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About the EU-ASEAN Business Sentiment Survey 

This is the fourth edition of the annual EU-ASEAN Business Sentiment Survey. The Survey aims to serve as 

a barometer for European business sentiment and outlook in Southeast Asia regarding key issues such as 

macro-economic conditions, the policy and regulatory environment, and the development of bilateral and 

multilateral free trade agreements in the region. The Survey is produced with the cooperation of European 

Chambers of Commerce throughout the ASEAN member states. This publication, along with previous edi-

tions, may be viewed at www.eu-asean.eu/publications. 
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FOREWORD 
BY H.E. FRANCISCO FONTAN, EU AMBASSADOR TO ASEAN  

Events in the year of 2018 have been 
stretching to the limit the agreed 
framework of global trade that has 
brought prosperity and development 
to both Europe and Southeast Asia. 
At times like these, it is important to 
show our continued commitment to 
open, fair and rules-based trade. The 
EU remains strongly committed to 
advancing a positive global trade 
agenda and I believe, together with 
ASEAN, we are ready to take the lead 
on both a regional and global scale.  

Despite a difĜcult situation, trade and 
investment flows between the EU and 
ASEAN continue growing substantial-
ly² showing how robust and promis-
ing our economic relations are, and 
how important we are becoming for 
each others® prosperity.  

In fact, bilateral trade in goods has 
almost doubled in the last 10 years. 
The EU continues to be ASEAN®s larg-
est trade partner (after China) with a 
share of around 13% of its market, 
while ASEAN is the EU®s third largest 
trade partner outside Europe (only 
behind the US and China), with trade 
totalling over EUR 227 billion in 2017. 

More impressive still, the EU is by far 
the largest investor in ASEAN coun-
tries. In 2016 the Foreign Direct In-
vestment (FDI) stocks into ASEAN 
accounted for EUR 263 billion. Alt-
hough a more recent phenomenon, 
ASEAN investment in Europe has also 
been growing steadily to a total stock 
of over EUR 116 billion in 2016.  

To sustain this momentum, the EU 
has launched a series of FTA negotia-
tions with ASEAN countries in order 
to fully realise the market opportuni-
ties for EU companies, aiming at un-
leashing the full potential of our eco-
nomic relations. Until now, the EU 
has concluded negotiations with Sin-
gapore and Vietnam. Talks have been 
launched with four other ASEAN 
countries and the ambition is to con-
clude those negotiations in a few 
years from now. These bilateral 

Agreements are seen as stepping 
stones towards a fully-fledged region 
to region EU-ASEAN FTA. 

I am, therefore, pleased and encour-
aged to read in this new and excel-
lent survey published by the EU-
ASEAN Business Council (EU-ABC) 
the strong interest of the EU busi-
ness community on the pursuing of 
the EU-ASEAN FTA. Almost 9 out of 
the 10 respondents see the merits of 
a region-to-region agreement. More 
respondents, compared to last year, 
demand an acceleration of the EU 
engagement with the region. At the 
moment, the EU-ASEAN working 
group is developing the framework 
for a future ASEAN-EU FTA. 

I also take note of the concerns in the 
survey over the lack of pace on the 
implementation of the AEC and the 
rising non-tariff barriers. The EU®s 
support to the creation of the ASEAN 
community has been sizeable and 
very concrete, both Ĝnancially and in 
terms of expertise. Rest assured, the 
EU will continue to do so in the fu-
ture. 

Finally, I highly appreciate strong 
support and active engagement of 
the EU business community in the 
ASEAN region. They are indeed the 
foundations of our institutional efforts 
in the economic Ĝeld. I want to again 
thank and congratulate the EU-ABC 
for this new Business Sentiment Sur-
vey and for the excellent partnership 
with the EU Mission to ASEAN.  
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The EU-ASEAN Business Council®s 
Business Sentiment Survey is now 
into its fourth year.  The positive 
sentiment of European Businesses 
towards the potential for growth in 
the ASEAN Region stands out,  even 
greater than in previous years in 
some cases.    

A majority of European businesses 
continue to believe that ASEAN is the 
world®s region of greatest opportuni-
ty. This is backed up by almost all of 
the respondents expecting to in-
crease or maintain their current lev-
els of trade and investment with 
Southeast Asia, and close to three-
quarters expecting an increase in 
proĜts in the region in 2018.   

At a time of turbulence in the global 
trading system where the rules-
based multilateral system is coming 
under regular attack from some 
quarters, that faith in trade and in-
vestment in ASEAN is exemplary and 
welcomed.   

There are some notes of caution, 
however. Concern is growing over 
the slow pace of economic integra-
tion in the region, the lack of move-
ment in simplifying Customs proce-
dures and removing Non-Tariff Barri-
ers within ASEAN, which are key 
tenets of the ongoing ASEAN Eco-
nomic Community (AEC) pro-
cess.  Although 85% of respondents 
say that the AEC is important to their 
business, only 12% believe that the 
key aim of turning ASEAN in to a 
s̄ingle market and production base° 
has actually been achieved.  

The Survey reveals positive beneĜts 
that European businesses see from 
prospective trade agreements, both 
RCEP and EU-ASEAN FTAs. Al-
most all respondents call for faster 
action by the EU on negotiating trade 
deals with the ASEAN Region, in par-
ticular for a region-to-region Free 
Trade Agreement. 

Most respondents are prepared to 
lower ambitions to achieve such a 
deal if necessary. ASEAN though 

must also be prepared to raise its 
ambitions, so as to ensure the most 
comprehensive deal possible, which 
would also be in line with the goals 
of the 2025 AEC Blueprint.   

The Survey also registers a perceived 
fall in the frequency of consultation 
undertaken by ASEAN governments, 
and a worrying increase in compa-
nies reporting experiences of unfair 
competitive practices within ASEAN. 
The Business Council will continue to 
encourage governments to actively 
consult with the private sector when 
developing new rules and regula-
tions, as doing so tends to lead to 
better regulation, and hopefully more 
market access.  

Finally, my sincere thanks, Ĝrst to all 
of our respondents. This year the 
numbers surpassed the 2017 record. 
We also wish to express thanks to 
the other business councils and par-
ticularly the ASEAN Business Adviso-
ry Council, with whom we have been 
privileged to cooperate for more ac-
tion on implementing the AEC.  

In 2018, the EU-ABC was honoured 
to have been recognised as an ac-
credited entity under Annex 2 of the 
ASEAN Charter. We take this desig-
nation very seriously and will contin-
ue to work closely with partners in 
ASEAN to play our part in creating 
inclusive, sustainable prosperity 
throughout the region.  

BY DONALD KANAK, CHAIRMAN OF THE EU-ASEAN BUSINESS COUNCIL 

INTRODUCTION 
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Business Environment & Outlook 

99% expect to either expand or maintain current levels of trade and investment in ASEAN 
in the next 5 years (2017 ² 98%). 

72% expect an increase in ASEAN proĜts in 2018 (2017 ² 75%). 

51% see ASEAN as the region with the best economic opportunity. 

  

Trade Agreements 

87% believe that a region-to-region FTA between the EU and ASEAN would deliver more 
advantages than a series of bilateral FTAs. 

73% believe they are at a competitive disadvantage without an EU-ASEAN FTA (2017 ² 
55%). 

98% believe the EU should accelerate negotiations on FTAs with the ASEAN region (94% 
in 2017). 

  

ASEAN Regional & Domestic Policy Frameworks 

Only 12% feel that ASEAN has achieved its aim of a s̄ingle market and production 
base°. 

54% feel that the AEC process is too slow. 

Only 42% feel that ASEAN economic integration has made a positive impact on their 
business (2017 ² 47%). 

85% believe that further ASEAN economic integration will be important to their business-
es (2017 ² 71%). 

  

Government Consultation & Competition Issues 

70% feel they are often or sometimes consulted by national governments in ASEAN 
(2017 ² 75%). 

Only 45% of respondents feel that the EU is sufĜciently engaged European business 
interests in ASEAN (2017 ² 37%). 

62% feel they often or occasionally face unfair competitive practices in their response 
locations (2017 ² 48%) . 

ʱʯʰʷ KEY FINDINGS 
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CURRENT BUSINESS  
ENVIRONMENT & OUTLOOK 

This year®s survey of European Businesses in ASEAN 

shows continuing positive attitudes on the general busi-

ness environment in the region, with again a significant 

majority of respondents reporting that ASEAN®s relative 

importance to their global revenues has increased over 

the last two years and three-quarters of them expecting 

the relative importance of ASEAN revenues to increase 

over the next two years. The vast majority also expect 

their profits in ASEAN to increase in 2018. Companies 

based in Singapore and Thailand were markedly more 

positive about their 2018 profits compared to 2017, 

whilst companies in Vietnam seemed to be less positive 

compared to 2017.  

EUROPEAN BUSINESS CONFIDENCE IN ASEAN REMAINS POSITIVE 
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Continuing the trend seen in past versions of this Survey, 

the majority of respondents still see the ASEAN region as 

the one that offers the best economic opportunities go-

ing forward, with more than half putting ASEAN first, 

ahead of China at around one-quarter of respondents. To 

emphasise this point, three-quarters of the respondents 

expect to see their level of trade and investment with 

ASEAN to increase over the next five years. It should be 

noted, however, that this is a lower proportion than in 

2017 where 86% of respondents expected trade and in-

vestment to grow.   
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