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Abstract: The article explores major factors behind ASEAN's interest in
cooperation with France in the digital field, as well as its prospects. On
revealing the specifics of the digital component in ASEAN's integration
policy, the authors proceed to summarizing the reasons for ASEAN's
slipping into dependence on extra-regional partners, as well as behind
its interest in diversifying suppliers of digital infrastructure-related solu-
tions, technologies and skills. Then, key directions of France's policy in
Southeast Asia are outlined, and prospects for cooperation between
ASEAN and France in the digital field are assessed. In the authors’ opin-
ion, ASEAN's interest in cooperation with France is strong and is likely to
grow in the foreseeable future. The article is prepared by specialists in
European (France as the primary field) and Asian (ASEAN the primary
field) studies, which allowed carrying out a deep and academically in-
sightful analysis of the priorities and policies of either partner. The rele-
vance of the article stems fromm ASEAN's interest in elaborating on effec-
tive digital tools as a key success factor behind the implementation of its
projects and initiatives after the year 2025. As the association explores
additional mechanisms to raise its competitiveness, including by means
of expanding cooperation with extra-regional partners, the article has
obvious academic and practical significance.
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AHHoTauums: B cTtaTbe NpoaHann3npoBaHbl OCHOBHble daKTOpbl 3auHTe-
pecoBaHHocT ACEAH B coTpyaHudyectBe ¢ ®paHumen B UUPpoOBOMN
chepe M nepcneKTMBbl ero pasBmuTUA. BbiaBrneHbl ocob6eHHOCTU undpo-
BOM COCTaBngaoLWeN UHTerpaumMoHHom nonutnukm ACEAH, cuctematusm-
poOBaHbl MPUYUHBLI HapacTaHUs ee 3aBUMCUMOCTU OT BHeperuoHanbHbIX
napTHEpPOB, a TaKXKe 3aMHTEPECOBAaHHOCTU B AMBepPCUPUMKaLMM NOCTaB-
LLUMKOB LUPPOBbIX MHPPACTPYKTYPHbIX peLleHUn, TEXHONOMrMM U KoMne-
TeHUMW. JJanee pacKpbITbl KOYEBble HaNpaBneHWa NonmMTUkn MpaHumm
B FOro-BoctouHom A3nu, 1 gaHa oueHKa NepcneKTUBaM CoTpyaHMYeCcTBa
ACEAH c ®paHumen B undppoomn chepe. C TOUKMU 3peHUsa aBTOpPOB, 3a-
nHTepecoBaHHocTb ACEAH B coTpyaHuyectBe ¢ ®OpaHuUMEN BbICOKa U B
0603pMMOM NepcneKkTruBe ByaeT UMeTb TeHOEHUMUIO K ycuneHuto. CTaTba
MoaroToBfeHa creunanmcTtaMm B o61act eBponemncKmnx (C akLeHToM Ha
®paHumio) n asmaTckmx (c akueHToM Ha ACEAH) mccnepgoBaHWM, yTO
MoO3BOSINAO NPOBECTU FMYyBOKUM U aKafgeMNYECKN BbIBEPEHHbIN aHanms3
NPUOPUTETOB U MONTUTUKUN KXKAOIo U3 YHaCTHUKOB coTpyaHuM4YecTBa. AK-
TyanbHOCTb CTaTbW onpefenseTcsa 3anHTepecoBaHHOCTbIO AccolMaumnm B
BblpaboTke 3bGeKTUBHbBIX LUDPOBbLIX UHCTPYMEHTOB KakK OOHOro u3
Kto4eBbIX GaKTOPOB ycrnexa B peanusaunm ee nNpoeKkToB U UHULMATUB
nocne 2025 ropga. MockonbKy Accouuauma paspabaTbiBaeT OOMOSHU-
TeNbHble MeXaHM3Mbl NOBbILLEHNA COBCTBEHHOM KOHKYPEHTOCMNOCOBHO-
CTU, B TOM YUC/e paclumpsasa guanor ¢ BHepermoHanbHbIMM NapTHeEpPaMU,
NnoaroToBfiEHHasA CTaTba MMeET OYEBUOHYIO HAyYHYIO U MPaKTUYECKYIo
3HAYUMOCTb.

KnroueBble cnoBa: ACEAH, EC, ®paHuuns, MHOrOCTOPOHHee COTPYAHU-
yecTBO, UngpoBas TPAHCHOPMALUS, KOHKYPEHTOCMTOCO6HOCTbh

Ona untnpoBaHusa: KaHaes E.A., 3BepeBa T.A., AHTunos .P. MNepcnek-
TUBbI coTpyaHMuecTBa Mexay ACEAH n ®paHuuen B undpposomn chepe //
Oro-BoctouHaa A3u4: akTyanbHble npobnembl pa3sButud, 2025, ToM 4,
N2 4 (69). C. 21-33. DOI: 10.31696/2072-8271-2025-4-4-69-021-033
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After the establishment of ASEAN Community 2025 the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) opens up a new page in its history.
Southeast Asia is a major trade, investment and technological hub, and
ASEAN leaders aim to increase the inflows of foreign investment and in-
centivize both ASEAN and external companies to expand their presence in
the region. At the same time, however, the association critically depends on
technologies of its dialogue partners in order to increase its competitive-
ness. More specifically, digital resilience and, by extension, digital tools
loom large in ASEAN’s order of priority. As the association lacks neces-
sary resources, logically, it aims to obtain them from its external partners.

In this regard, the European Union (EU) attracts ASEAN’s growing
attention. The EU is a multilateral dialogue platform whose experience the
association has traditionally tried to emulate. Additionally, the European
Union has participated in the ASEAN Regional Forum, which discusses
cybersecurity and related issues, since the latter’s inception. As the associa-
tion aims to strengthen and diversify its tools of competitiveness, the EU’s
experience becomes especially valuable and potentially rewarding.

Within the EU, ASEAN’s relations with France are of special signif-
icance. France seeks to act as a bridge between Europe and Southeast Asia,
which is a central feature of its policy in the EU, and simultaneously to rely
on the Union at the directions where its assets are limited. If so, tracing the
dialogue between ASEAN and France on digital issues is a timely and rele-
vant exercise.

Digital Multilateralism
in ASEAN's Priorities and Policy

As a reputable international actor, that drives multilateral coopera-
tion in Southeast Asia and beyond, the association cannot leave the advent
of the digital era unattended. In response, ASEAN has undertaken many
initiatives, from ASEAN Vision 2020 to the presently discussed Digital
Economy Framework Agreement’, as well as sees itself as “a leading and
connected Digital and Technological Community with open and interoper-
able, secure and trusted digital ecosystem””. From a practical perspective,
the association develops several policy directions.

The first one relates to cooperation among the ASEAN countries ex-
clusively in the digital space. Examples include, but are not limited to,
ASEAN Framework on Digital Data Governance, ASEAN Digital Master-
plan 2025, Consolidated Strategy on the Fourth Industrial Revolution for
ASEAN, ASEAN Data Management Framework, Framework for Promot-
ing the Growth of Digital Startups in ASEAN, Expanded ASEAN Guide on
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Al Governance and Ethics — Generative Al. At present, the ASEAN coun-
tries are negotiating on the Digital Economy Framework Agreement
(DEFA). The contents of these documents demonstrates that the association
has gone a long way from narrow, or niche, initiatives, mostly in the ICT
sector, to a comprehensive effort to make Southeast Asia a digitally ena-
bled area.

The second track focuses on equipping ASEAN-led ongoing projects
and initiatives with digital tools. Examples are numerous, but the most rep-
resentative one stands for the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). As AFTA,
as well as its main component ASEAN Trade in Goods Agreement
(ATIGA), was developed in the pre-digital period, logically, it does not
grasp the current realities. In response, the association launched negotia-
tions aimed at upgrading ATIGA in 2022. Among the issues that need to be
considered, a revision of CoO (Certificate of Origin), classification of
goods, custom procedures, etc. stand out. An implementation of digital
tools and regular upgrade them will produce a trade facilitation effect, to
the best advantage of intra-ASEAN cooperation. A more challenging task
the association is encountering relates to equipping its flagship Asia-Pacific
project the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) with
digital tools. It is much more difficult given that ASEAN countries are re-
cipients rather than producers of digital technologies and, by implication,
digital tools.

The third track accounts for stimulating intra-ASEAN technological
cooperation. It dates back to the 1970s, when ASEAN Ministerial Meeting
of Science, Technology and Innovation (AMMSTI) was established. At
present, this track embraces many directions, including microelectronic and
information technology, and science and technology infrastructure and re-
source development®. Additionally, the association develops cooperation
with its dialogue partners in the R&D area. Taken together, these efforts
strengthen and expand the basis for intra-ASEAN technological exchanges
with positive implications for equipping ASEAN-led multilateralism with
digital tools.

Along with exploring these areas, the association elaborates on the
legal basis for regulating grass-root digital processes across Southeast Asia.
Among the latter, startups that use Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools stand
out. Such startups operate in many fields that include, but are not limited to,
deep innovations (DeepTech), digital medicine (MedTech), digital educa-
tion (EdTech), environmentally friendly technologies and solutions
(CleanTech), and digital marketing (MarTech), to mention just a few ex-
amples. Apart from it, in the fintech sector digital insurance (InsurTech)
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and digital wealth enhancement (WealthTech) are in growing demand. Ex-
otic (at least for now) fields, like digital tools of faith (FaithTech), are
emerging. Currently, many Southeast Asian states are developing artificial
intelligence (AI) tools for the public and corporate sectors. In addition to
fostering cooperation among its member states, the association organizes
various events with its dialogue partners. The most illustrative example is
ASEAN NEXT, a set of events combining the ASEAN-United Kingdom
Summit on Artificial Intelligence, the ASEAN-China Conference on Artifi-
cial Intelligence, and others. Apart from it, the ASEAN Science, Technolo-
gy and Innovation Week is held every three years. There, the latest
achievements, including those in the field of Al, are demonstrated. Specific
measures for fostering R&D cooperation are outlined in the ASEAN Action
Plan on Science, Technology and Innovation for 2016-2025* and the
ASEAN Action Plan on Science, Technology and Innovation for 2026-
2035°.

Concerning startups using Al tools, the initiative ASEAN Digital
Transformation Award (formerly known as the ASEAN ICT Development
Award) stands out. Its nominations include Public and Private Sector Cate-
gories, Digital Inclusivity Category, Digital Content Category, Digital
Start-up Category and Digital Innovation Category®. Simultaneously, the
association integrates efforts of its member states into its multilateral coop-
eration agenda. The key motive is to keep up with global trends in the field
of digital transformation, create comfortable conditions for specialists and
entrepreneurs, as well as ordinary citizens, of those countries. Special im-
portance is attached to creating a multiplier effect on related and unrelated
spheres with a comprehensive Al ecosystem as an outcome.

Although ASEAN's vision is comprehensive, as well as its efforts
deserve praising, nevertheless, its policy is encountering considerable diffi-
culties. The association lacks infrastructure, content platforms and skills to
retain its digital sovereignty amidst an intensifying global digital transfor-
mation. To exemplify, there are huge gaps between the access to internet
services in various ASEAN countries. As the construction of the 5G Inter-
net infrastructure in ASEAN states is carried out mainly by non-ASEAN
companies, mostly by those from China and the US, the problem the asso-
ciation is encountering relates to slipping into dependence on its external
partners with more advanced digital assets.

No less importantly, non-ASEAN companies operate the content
platforms most popular among the ASEAN consumers’. Those platforms
are indispensable for advertising and, more broadly, exploring the markets,
across Southeast Asia. Lastly, non-ASEAN companies implement large-
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scale digital skill-training programs, which is exemplified by “Cloud Ready
SG with AWS” (Amazon Web Service), “Go Digital ASEAN” (Google),
“FutureReadyASEAN” (Microsoft), “Seeds for the Future” (Huawei) and
some others.

In view of the afore-mentioned, the association aims to hedge risks
and diversify tools to increase its competitiveness. As discussed earlier, the
countries of Southeast Asia are “in between” the Chinese and the American
digital ecosystems in terms of infrastructure construction and the popularity
of content platforms. The US-China contradictions, including those in the
digital field, exert a profound impact on ASEAN and its member states.

At that complicated juncture, the association deepens cooperation
with its dialogue partners. Among the latter, the European Union stands
out. ASEAN and the EU have been strategic partners since 2019. At pre-
sent, they coordinate prospective plans along many directions. At the goal-
setting level, the Association synergizes the provisions of ASEAN Digital
Masterplan 2025 with those of 2030 Digital Compass: the European Way
for the Digital Decade. At the practical level, ASEAN-EU Statement on
Cybersecurity Cooperation and ASEAN-EU 2024 Digital Workplan, in
which practically-oriented directions of cooperation are outlined, are note-
worthy. Lastly but importantly, digital tools to support niche areas of coop-
eration and their upgrade are discussed at meetings of relevant joint work-
ing groups (for example, ASEAN-EU Joint Working Group on Trade and
Investment focuses on the development of digital tools for trade and in-
vestment exchanges).

Within the EU, France stands out as a promising partner in the digital
field. On the one hand, France pays close attention to the digital transfor-
mation of its economy and society. On the other hand, the country has
powerful non-digital and digital tools to share its experience with the
ASEAN member states.

France’s Policy in Southeast Asia

Despite its colonial past, France is a relative “newcomer” in South-
east Asia. Under the presidency of Jacques Chirac, France established de-
fense ties with Singapore and Malaysia. France was also the first EU coun-
try to join the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia in Janu-
ary 2007°. Under President Nicolas Sarkozy, the ideological and value fac-
tor presented a significant obstacle to establishing strong ties with the re-
gion. During the annual Shangri-La Dialogue in May 2008, the French For-
eign Minister Hervé Morin proposed to extrapolate the French experience
of applying the right to prosecution in the fight against Somali pirates to
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similar multilateral activities in the Strait of Malacca. This proposal was
met with skepticism by the ASEAN states®. Nevertheless, slow but progres-
sive development of relations was in place. France accredited its ambassa-
dor to ASEAN and signed a strategic partnership agreement with Indonesia
in 2009 and 2011 respectively™.

France’s pivot to Asia was influenced by the growing popularity of
economic diplomacy. Specifically, Francois Hollande changed the coun-
try’s regional policy from a focus on relations with China to stronger pres-
ence in Asia. As a result, France expressed its readiness to join the
ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus)'!. Arguably, the
country still claims to be ADMM+8 and eventually ASEAN dialogue part-
ner. The list of French strategic partners was expanded by Singapore in
2012 and Vietnam in 2013. These relations were elevated to the level of a
comprehensive strategic partnership in 2025 and 2024 respectively'?.

Emmanuel Macron further strengthens this trend. His vision of
Frances’s policy in Southeast Asia was presented in the framework of a
more systematic Indo-Pacific strategy. In Southeast Asia, France focuses
on developing bilateral relations based on shared values and interests, and
on dialogue with regional organizations, especially ASEAN, as well as,
more broadly, on promoting the common good (combating climate change,
helping biodiversity, encouraging health, education, and social develop-
ment, digital technologies and constructing high-quality infrastructure)®.

The Defense Ministry’s 2019 Strategy for France in the Indo-Pacific
conceptualized and expanded some of Macron’s theses, adding protection
of freedom of navigation and overflight, strategic autonomy and diversifi-
cation of partnerships as priorities. It was stressed that “China’s increasing
power and territorial claims, as well as the global competition under way
with the United States, are weakening the balance of power in the region'*.”
To a large extent, this message was addressed to the Southeast Asian coun-
tries, as many of them are involved in the South China Sea dispute. In addi-
tion, the post of Ambassador for Indo-Pacific Affairs was established on
September 16, 2020'°. All this demonstrated that France’s strategic think-
ing in the Indo-Pacific region had broadened its horizons.

Grand France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, published in February 2022
and updated in July 2025, summarized the French policy in the region. Alt-
hough France has not yet developed special sub-regional strategies, it aims
to expand and diversify ties with India and China, as well as with the coun-
tries of Oceania, with a focus on Australia, and Southeast Asia'®. Reveal-
ingly, however, France lacks resources necessary for fulfilling its Indo-
Pacific ambitions. For instance, in 2020, 39% (€3.6 billion) of the bilateral
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Official development assistance (ODA) went to Africa, and the French De-
velopment Agency (AFD) allocated at least 85% of financing to the Africa
and Mediterranean region'’. This suggests that the Asia-Pacific region, and,
by implication, Southeast Asia, is not among France’s top priorities.

Paris’ important asset is its reliance on the EU in conducting its for-
eign policy in Southeast Asia, as well as tools to lobby for the development
of a common European foreign policy. France was among the proponents
of the EU-Singapore Free Trade Agreement, signed in October 2018. Tt
provides French companies with expanded access to the Singapore market
and serves as one of the starting points for their entry into the pan-ASEAN
level'. A similar agreement was signed between the EU and Vietnam, an-
other important partner of France, in June 2019". Besides, the Paris Decla-
ratior;OBusiness Europe’s Council of Presidents was adopted in November
20217

“Intense diplomatic work” for deepening relations with Indo-Pacific
countries was declared as an important priority during the French presiden-
cy in the European Council in the first half of 2022, when Paris hosted the
first EU-Indo-Pacific Ministerial Forum. In particular, the Strategy 2022
stated that “the French territories should be bridgeheads for EU activities in
the region” and, accordingly, be included in the EU Indo-Pacific Strategy,
adopted in 2021 partly from the filing of France?. Its provisions correlate
with the French concept in understanding the destructive impact of the ge-
opolitical competition on trade, technology and security, the need for a
“pragmatic, flexible and multi-faceted” approach to relations with the re-
gion in order to promote “effective rules-based multilateralism” through
“ASEAN-led regional architecture” ** in various areas.

The EU’s financial instruments are used at the bilateral track of rela-
tions between France and individual Southeast Asian countries. The Minis-
try of Energy and Mineral Resources of Indonesia (MEMR) and the French
Development Agency (AFD) signed a five-year energy transition coopera-
tion program in November 2024. The program includes AFD and EU
grants as part of the Global Gateway®.

As a cumulative effect of its efforts, France received the status of an
ASEAN development partner in September 2020**, The ASEAN-France
Development Partnership Committee (AF-DPC) was launched in 2021.
Later on, ASEAN-France Development Partnership: Practical Cooperation
Areas (2022-2026) was signed in November 2022%. Simultaneously, the
fourth meeting of the AF-DPC established the ASEAN-France Founda-
tion?. This suggests that the development of a truly multifaceted partner-
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ship with ASEAN has been a novel feature in France’s policy towards
Southeast Asia under the Macron administration.

In general, France has intensified its activities in Southeast Asia,
building a network of trust-based partnerships with the ASEAN countries
and the association, to pursue both its own and the EU interests. Notably,
however, these success stories are limited due to France’s concentration on
other regions and, consequently, the allocation of large financial resources
there rather than to Southeast Asia.

The French Niche Partnership Strategy in Southeast Asia:
Implications for ASEAN-France Digital Cooperation

The French approach towards Southeast Asia is based on a search for
partnership niches in various areas, taking into account the needs of its
partners®’. To date, France has established several sectoral partnerships
with the ASEAN countries. Areas for cooperation are expanding in the
fields of preventing climate change and developing energy resources, com-
batting non-traditional security threats, providing humanitarian assistance
and disaster relief, and supporting healthcare. In this context, the most
promising and, accordingly, relatively free niche that the French business is
trying to explore is the digital field.

In that area, the European Union is actively cooperating with
ASEAN. Specifically, the EU helped the association to create the ASEAN
Digital Index (ADIX), a tool for measuring its digital progress, which is
synergized with the Enhanced Regional EU-ASEAN Dialogue Instrument
(E-READI)®. In its turn, the French strategy focuses on interconnecting the
physical and the digital infrastructure across the region®. So, the European
and the French approaches to developing relations with the ASEAN coun-
tries in the digital field have much in common.

In practical terms, France’s policy to develop cooperation with
ASEAN in the digital field resonates well with ASEAN’s prospective
plans. Specifically, Paris focuses on creating an open, secure and sustaina-
ble digital economy, and using ICT tools to promote innovation and entre-
preneurship. More specifically, Smart Cities, the Internet of Things, 5G,
Al, and big data analysis systems loom large in France’s priorities. In a
longer-term perspective, France looks forward to both training ICT special-
ists in the ASEAN countries and contributing to best practices in develop-
ing a regional digital ecosystem with an emphasis on e-commerce, im-
proved management of cross-border data flows, Al and cybersecurity®.
However, at the ASEAN level, these initiatives are more declarative rather
than substantial, and their implementation is in its infancy. One of very few
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real, albeit relatively long-standing, developments is the accession of
France (as an observer) to ASEANAPOL, a regional organization for coop-
eration between law enforcement agencies, which focuses on cybersecurity
and combating cross-border digital crimes®".

Cooperation with Singapore presents France’s most noticeable suc-

cess story in the digital field. The city-state welcomes all, including com-
pletely foreign-owned, techno startups for developing its Smart Nation ini-
tiative. Examples of France’s presence in Singapore are numerous. The
French video game leader Ubisoft had established a studio in Singapore in
2008, six years before the Smart Nation was launched. The Roadmap for
Deepening Cooperation in Al was adopted, and the parties signed the Fran-
co-Singapore Agreement on Digital and Green Partnership (DGP) in 2020
and 2022 respectively. The aim is to create a digital trade corridor, intro-
duce paperless trade pilots, and train digital skills of public and private sec-
tor employees. The parties pledged to support innovations by collaborating
on intellectual property with Al, as well as through the Global Innovation
Alliance and joint enterprise projects™.

France’s cooperation with other Southeast Asian countries in the dig-
ital field is less developed. As the Philippines is the leader in business pro-
cess outsourcing, France aims to expand its presence there. To exemplify,
Teleperformance, a French company and a global leader in customer ser-
vice outsourcing, operates in the Philippines. Alcatel-Lucent, another
French company, cooperates with Globe Telecom in the field of 4G imple-
mentation in the country®. In Malaysia, the Air Liquide Center for Innova-
tion Operations (SIO) was established to modernize gas production in ac-
cordance with the industry 4.0 requirements®’. Therefore, digital coopera-
tion is a complement to dialogue in other areas between France and those
countries.

At present, the space for deepening ASEAN-France dialogue on digi-
tal issues is gradually expanding, as the parties are broadening and upgrad-
ing its foundation. Although the results achieved still lag behind policy slo-
gans, cooperation between France and individual ASEAN countries, as
well as between France and ASEAN as a multilateral dialogue platform, is
gradually gaining momentum.
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Conclusion

The analysis of cooperation between ASEAN and France in the digi-
tal field through the prism of ASEAN’s priorities and France’s policy in
Southeast Asia leads to several broad assessments.

As the association, which aims to increase its digital competitiveness
and is stuck between the Chinese and the American digital ecosystems,
tries to broaden and diversify the spectrum of its digital tools, cooperation
with external partners becomes increasingly important. The European Un-
ion offers ASEAN practically-oriented directions, which responds to
ASEAN’s prospective plans. If so, there are sufficient reasons to expect
further increase of ASEAN’s interest in developing cooperation with the
EU in the digital field.

Expanding dialogue with France, an influential EU country, matters
all the stronger to the association. France’s regional policy is premised up-
on a synergy of non-digital and digital tools. From a non-digital perspec-
tive, Paris develops multi-faceted relations with the ASEAN countries as
part of its broader Indo-Pacific strategy. The latter includes, but is not lim-
ited to, the French assistance in improving conditions in which the ASEAN
countries may intensify their socio-economic and technological develop-
ment. As far as the digital dimension of France’s policy is concerned, a sol-
id conceptual and institutional basis has been set up, as exemplified by bi-
lateral and multilateral agreements on cooperation in artificial intelligence,
digital skill-training etc. The interaction between France and Singapore in
the digital field is comprehensive and includes sharing experience, joint
financing of research and supporting each other’s technology companies, to
mention just a few benefits.

In light of this, prospects for cooperation between ASEAN and
France in the digital field are positive. Expectedly, the parties will deepen
the present directions and explore new areas. Although the progress will be
slow, and major breakthroughs are unlikely, strengthening ties with France
responds to ASEAN’s priorities and prospective plans in the digital field.
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