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It is perhaps trite but still true: the Indo-Pacific is 
rapidly emerging as the world’s geopolitical and eco-
nomic centre of gravity. In 2025, Malaysia assumes 
the chairmanship of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), placing it at the heart of re-
gional dynamics and offering a case study in how the 
region balances competing priorities. As it navigates 
its own ambitions – including a potential bid to join 
the BRICS+ – it must also contend with ongoing re-
gional crises such as the turmoil in Myanmar/Burma 
and escalating tensions in the South China Sea.

These shifting currents should serve as a wake-up 
call for Europe. The region is becoming increasingly 
multipolar, with countries in the Indo-Pacific ac-
tively recalibrating their alliances. Yet, Europe risks 
being left behind, constrained by fragmented strate-
gies and insufficient engagement. This decline is not 
just a matter of perception. Europe’s muted response 
to global crises, most notably the war in Gaza (1), has 
weakened its standing as a credible global player. 
Indian Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar’s pointed re-
mark – ‘Europe has to grow out of the mindset that 
Europe’s problems are the world’s problems, but the 

Summary

	› Southeast Asia is becoming more multipo-
lar, with countries reevaluating their al-
liances and embracing non-alignment. 
Europe, however, risks being sidelined due 
to fragmented engagement and an erratic 
regional presence.

	› Europe’s influence is undermined by a 
lack of strategic cohesion and inconsist-
ent follow-through. The EU’s Indo-Pacific 
Strategy sits alongside numerous national 
initiatives, and concerns about Europe’s 
long-term commitment to the region di-
lute its overall impact.

	› To regain relevance, Europe must adopt 
a more coherent and sustained approach. 
This means prioritising long-term com-
mitments, enhancing public diplomacy, 
streamlining bureaucratic processes, and 
leveraging collective European influence 
more effectively.
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world’s problems aren’t Europe’s problems’ (2)– cap-
tures a growing sentiment across the Indo-Pacific.

Complacency is not an option. Europe’s economic 
and security future is deeply tied to the Indo-Pacific, 
which hosts critical supply chains, key shipping 
routes, and resources (3) essential for Europe’s green 
transition. The region dominates the production of 
semiconductors, rare earths and emerging technolo-
gies – sectors in which Europe remains heavily de-
pendent. If Europe fails to recalibrate its approach, 
it will not only lose influence but also jeopardise the 
economic resilience and strategic autonomy it has 
been working to build.

THE REVIVAL OF NON-
ALIGNMENT
A defining characteristic of today’s Indo-Pacific is 
the resurgence of non-alignment, not as a passive 
stance but as an active strategy. Countries such as 
Singapore and Vietnam are actively diversifying part-
nerships to avoid overdependence on any single pow-
er. ASEAN, for its part, continues to leverage its cen-
trality to navigate the competing influences of 
major powers.

The signs of this shift are everywhere. 
Indonesia’s recent entry into the 
BRICS+ (4) underscores a deliberate ef-
fort to hedge between China, the United 
States, and emerging global players, 
positioning itself as a balancing force 
rather than aligning with any one pow-
er. Meanwhile, India has maintained an 
ambiguous (5) stance on Russia, reflect-
ing its broader strategic desire to preserve autonomy 
rather than be drawn into rigid geopolitical blocs. At 
the same time, Thailand has deepened (6) its ties with 
China, but in a pragmatic, transactional manner – 
seizing economic opportunities without fully com-
mitting to Beijing’s strategic orbit. These develop-
ments illustrate how regional players are adapting to 
multipolarity on their own terms, choosing flexibility 
over fixed alliances.

While the EU often presents itself as a ‘third way’ 
between the US and China, this framing increasingly 
feels out of step with regional realities. Indo-Pacific 
states are not looking for ideological alignment – they 
want practical, results-driven engagement based on 
immediate concerns, from maritime security to eco-
nomic resilience.

EUROPE’S STRATEGIC 
CHALLENGES
Europe’s waning influence in the Indo-Pacific is not 
just the result of external pressures – it is also a re-
flection of its own limitations. Chief among these is 
the lack of coherent and sustained engagement with 
the Indo-Pacific.

The EU’s Indo-Pacific Strategy (7), while an important 
step in the right direction, has been undermined by 
the fact that at least five of its Member States have 
their own distinct Indo-Pacific strategies. Although 
consistent with the EU’s broader approach, these na-
tional strategies hint at diverse priorities that create 
confusion for external partners. Germany’s economic 
ties (8) to China, for example, overshadow broader EU 
efforts, while France’s defence partnerships (9) with 
India operate largely outside the EU framework.

These bilateral approaches, while valuable, often di-
lute Europe’s collective influence, making it easier 
for external actors to exploit internal divisions. This 
is something China has skilfully done within the 
ASEAN context (and is increasingly doing in Europe), 
for example. Indonesia’s recent and confusing an-
nouncement (10) that it might cede exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) territory to China has opened old wounds 

within the bloc. For Europe, this serves 
as a cautionary tale. ASEAN’s struggles 
with fragmentation and limited enforce-
ment are a reminder that institutional 
cohesion is an essential safeguard.

The EU’s bureaucratic complexity also 
hinders its ability to respond effective-
ly. The EU excels at analysing, design-
ing and launching new initiatives, but 
its commitment often falters over time. 

In 2020 it unveiled the largely successful ‘Enhancing 
security cooperation in and with Asia’ (11) (ESIWA) 
project to the tune of over €15 million to advance en-
gagement in and with Asian countries. Yet since the 
project’s conclusion in late 2024, it remains unclear (12) 
what the fate of all the ‘dynamic strategic partner-
ships’ established will be going forward. Anecdotal 
reports suggest that requests from partner countries 
in the Indo-Pacific – such as continued coastguard 
or cybersecurity training – may be put on hold un-
til further notice. Such incidents not only reinforce 
(perhaps unfairly) perceptions of Europe as an unre-
liable actor, but they also frustrate the EU’s partners 
in the region and create opportunities for other pow-
ers to step in.

Economic competition is another front where Europe 
is struggling to keep pace. The EU’s 2023 Economic 
Security Strategy (13) emphasises ‘de-risking’ depend-
encies, particularly on China. Yet Europe remains 

A defining 
characteristic of 

today’s Indo-Pacific 
is the resurgence of 
non-alignment, not 
as a passive stance but 
as an active strategy.



3

THE GEOPOLIT ICS OF MULTIPOLARITY | How to counter Europe’s waning relevance in Southeast As ia

heavily reliant on Chinese imports, especially in sem-
iconductors and rare earths. Chinese state-owned 
enterprises are rapidly expanding their production of 
legacy semiconductors (14), and while these chips may 
be of lower quality (15), their sheer volume could even-
tually outpace Taiwan’s output, creating long-term 
vulnerabilities in Europe’s supply chains.

Strategic influence
% of respondents who think that country/regional organisation 
has the most political and strategic influence in Southeast Asia? 

Data: ISEAS, The State of Southeast Asia: 2024 Survey Report, 2024

This internal dissonance is also unfolding at a time 
when China is intensifying its grey-zone tactics in 
the South China Sea, exposing the vulnerabilities of 
regional governance. A worrying example involves 
reports (16) suggesting that Chinese actors are acquir-
ing strategically placed land in the Philippines, in-
timidating local communities by making these areas 
unusable for them, while symbolically reinforcing 
Chinese territorial claims. For Europe, this high-
lights the vulnerabilities that come with institutional 
weaknesses – a lesson it must heed so it can continue 
to support the region’s governance structures also at 
the local level.

Security concerns further highlight Europe’s inter-
connectedness with the region. The deployment of 
North Korean troops in Ukraine (17) serves as a stark 
reminder that the Indo-Pacific and European security 
theatres are not separate. However, a lack of strong 
regional leadership compounds these risks. Japan (18) 
and South Korea (19) remain politically fractured, while 
ASEAN struggles (20) to coordinate a unified response 
to Chinese encroachments in the South China Sea. If 
Europe continues to be perceived as detached from 
these security challenges, it risks being sidelined at a 
moment when the global order is in flux.

INCREMENTAL STEPS 
TOWARDS RECLAIMING 
RELEVANCE
Europe’s struggles to reconcile its aspirations for 
global influence with the practicalities of regional 
engagement do not have to mean a complete over-
haul of its strategy. It must, instead, fine-tune its 
engagement.

First, consistency matters. Presence counts as much 
as policy in the Indo-Pacific. Europe’s uneven partic-
ipation in key regional forums reinforces perceptions 
of disinterest. Missed opportunities – like the EU’s 
minimalist presence at Indonesia’s presidential in-
auguration (21) – send mixed signals in a region where 
‘showing face’ carries cultural weight. Public diplo-
macy needs to be prioritised, with the EU engaging in 
a manner that is both genuine and resolute to articu-
late its value as a strategic partner.

Second, long-term commitment is key. It is, un-
fortunately, not enough to launch new initiatives 
and expect them to become self-sustaining after 
a set timeframe. The EU must engage for the long 
haul. Embedding sustainability into project design 
from the outset is crucial, but so is a more tem-
pered ‘less-is-more’ approach. For example, instead 
of overly prioritising high-profile – but potentially 
high-risk – initiatives, the EU could direct more ef-
forts towards sustainable capacity-building projects 
that target local ownership and foster accountability.

Third, Europe should better harness the ‘Team 
Europe’ approach – pooling resources, expertise, and 
relationships to amplify Europe’s collective influ-
ence. For instance, leveraging France’s defence part-
nerships in the Indo-Pacific or Germany’s economic 
ties with key partners in the region could comple-
ment broader objectives. This approach not only 
helps reduce redundancies and ease strain on limited 
resources but also provides the opportunity to engage 
with a wider range of stakeholders.

Fourth, informal cooperation can yield tangible re-
sults. Formal inclusion in frameworks like the ASEAN 
Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM-Plus) should re-
main a long-term objective, but there are immedi-
ate, lower-profile ways to strengthen ties. Since the 
elevation of the EU-ASEAN relationship to a strate-
gic partnership (22) in 2020, more of these opportuni-
ties have opened up. Quiet but impactful initiatives, 
such as sharing Europe’s experience in developing 
defence resilience (23) and supporting societal pre-
paredness (24) across a diverse bloc of countries, could 
build trust and deliver results without the pressure of 
high-profile scrutiny.
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Finally, streamlining bureaucratic processes is cru-
cial. Many Indo-Pacific partners struggle to navigate 
the EU’s complex institutional frameworks, particu-
larly when accessing procurement opportunities. 
Establishing clear points of contact and simplifying 
procedures would make EU initiatives more accessi-
ble and effective.

CONCLUSION
The Indo-Pacific is reshaping the global order, and 
Europe’s place within it is increasingly precarious. 
With critical economic and security interests at stake, 
Europe faces a stark choice: adapt to the region’s 
evolving realities or risk irrelevance. The Indo-Pacific 
is not merely a distant theatre of competition; it is a 
pivotal axis for global trade, technological innova-
tion, and security dynamics. Europe must demon-
strate that it is more than a passive observer by com-
mitting to concrete and sustained partnership. This 
critical moment of geopolitical flux is an opportunity 
for Europe and the Indo-Pacific to fine-tune their re-
lationship. The costs of inaction are far too high—not 
just for Europe, but for the global balance of power.
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