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Abstract

Interregionalism has been increasingly used to advance cooperation on 
regional and global security challenges. This study examines three interregional 
dialogues comprising East Asia, Europe, and Latin America. Each interregional 
security agenda reflects specific concerns and different evolving paths. Insights 
from ‘multilateral security governance’ approaches can reinforce the analysis 
of how security agendas emerge and change, and how their related norms 
and practices evolve.
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Introduction

In recent decades the international community has been 
challenged by an ever more globalized and interdependent world, 

which generated serious challenges and threats that cannot be 
effectively dealt with by unilateral action. Although the impact 
of these challenges and threats on countries and regions diverge, 
these complex issues have the potential to multiply instability 
and conflict, and have disastrous humanitarian consequences 
(Heine and Thakur 2011; Ruzza et al. 2015). States and 
international organizations are struggling to cope with a wide 
range of security challenges, which include both the traditional 
range of conventional, state-centered military concerns, as well 
as ‘non-traditional security’ (NTS) issues. These NTS matters are 
thought to traverse national borders or operate beyond the scope 
of conventional state action, and include matters such as terrorism, 
environmental degradation and climate change, infectious disease, 
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transnational crime, and illegal migration, among others (Hameiri and Jones 2013). NTS issues, 
which are transboundary in nature, require comprehensive responses (Caballero-Anthony 2016), 
and seem to also require new forms of interregional governance.

In this context, during the last two decades we have seen interregional dialogue forums 
becoming an important systemic international phenomenon. These multilateral forums include 
a diversity of bilateral, regional and multilateral, formal and informal structures, “involving 
regions and states as well as geographic regions and constructed regions” (Baert et al. 2014, 
172). These multi-regional forums have received substantial scholarly attention in recent years 
(Breslin and Croft 2013; Kacowicz and Press-Barnathan 2016; Ceccorulli and Lucarelli 2013; 
Santini et al. 2014), and have attracted the attention of policymakers and security practitioners. 
An example of the latter was the open debate held by the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) in December 2017, on “Addressing complex contemporary challenges to international 
peace and security” (UNSC 2017). During that debate numerous pleas were made to rethink the 
approaches used to address increasingly complex and interconnected global security challenges. 
Issues identified as challenges to peace and security included a wide number of both traditional 
and NTS threats and challenges. The results of interregional efforts in coping with increasingly 
complex security issues are still below the expectations of policymakers and ordinary citizens 
all over the world. Nonetheless, even if an important part of interregional cooperation is still 
rhetorical or symbolic, it could be a stepping-stone towards stronger multilateral security 
cooperation (Rüland et al. 2006).

By analyzing three interregional dialogues, which comprise seventy-seven countries from 
East Asia, Europe, and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), this article explores a set of 
empirical matters, and proposes that the insights provided by studies on ‘security governance’ can 
help understand interregional security cooperation. The empirical research is aimed at answering 
three interrelated matters: how do these interregional dialogues describe the international security 
environment of the last two decades? What role do these interregional forums assign to multilateral 
cooperation in confronting global security challenges and threats? And which has been the evolution 
of the security agendas of different interregional forums in the last two decades? On the other 
hand, multilateral security governance can help us suggest possible lines to advance the comparative 
study of how interregionalism is being used as a vehicle to define and address global security 
challenges. Important as they are, at this stage the objective of this research is not to assess whether 
the bi-regional security agendas have created specific norms or policy practices, interregional 
programs or budgeting lines; those matters will be addressed in future studies.

The three interregional forums examined in this study are: the dialogue between the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU), the dialogue between the EU 
and the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Forum for East Asia-Latin America 
Cooperation (FEALAC; or FOCALAE in Spanish). We analyze thirty-two summit declarations, 
statements of ministerial meetings and joint action plans from these dialogues from 1997 to 2018. 
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Content analysis has been used to categorize and quantify the data obtained from the documents, 
and to observe key trends in the three interregional security agendas.

Such analysis is relevant for several reasons. First, most of the empirical studies on interregional 
relations result from the analysis of triadic relations between North America, the EU and East Asia, 
and a substantial number of studies are related to Asia-Europe relations (Rüland 2014, 18). Besides 
providing additional empirical information from the ASEAN-EU and EU-LAC security agendas, 
this study offers new empirical data from the interaction between East Asia and LAC (see also: 
Abad 2010; Low 2006; Tsardanidis 2010; Engel et al. 2016). Second, interregionalism may not be 
the dominant trend in world politics; nevertheless, it is important to continue studying its possible 
‘systemic repercussions’ and potential implications for global security governance (Baert et al. 
2014; Song 2007). Regional and interregional cooperation may influence the shared knowledge 
and understanding of different stakeholders on the nature and extent of global security challenges 
(Betts 2011, 42). Third, by analyzing these three multilateral security agendas’ transformation 
of over time, their areas of convergence and divergence, as well as continuity and change, can be 
identified and further studied.

The regional dialogues analyzed in this article are different in their formal and informal 
mechanisms, the scope of policy issues they cover, and the norms and practices they share (Börzel 
and Risse 2016; Rüland 2014). In these three regions, there are different approaches to regional 
integration which generate diverse institutional practices, and different positions towards the 
ideas of regional identity/identities. Although these matters hinder the possibility to affirm these 
interregional forums’ collective voice at the global level, their continuous existence has the potential 
to contribute to tackling some of the most pressing issues of the current global security agenda.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. First, a brief review of recent literature on 
interregionalism and security governance is offered. Second, a general overview of the three 
interregional dialogue forums is introduced. Third, the methodology of content analysis used 
in this article is explained, and the quantitative results of the analysis are presented. Fourth, the 
assessment each dialogue has made of the regional and global security environments is discussed. 
Fifth, an initial exploratory analysis of the evolution of the three interregional security agendas 
is made. Finally, some general conclusions are provided. 

Interregionalism studies and security governance

Since the end of the 1990s, the proliferation of interregional dialogue forums had become 
an important feature of the international arena, both from an academic and a policy perspective. 
From the academic point of view, the literature studying the “genesis, formats, functions, 
performance and prospects” of interregionalism flourished (Rüland 2014, 15). According 
to Rüland, an important part of this literature had “the optimistic belief that interregional 
relations have the potential of becoming significant building blocks of an emerging, increasingly 
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vertically and horizontally differentiated, multilayered global governance architecture” (Ibid.).  
The evolution of international politics during the first decade of the twenty first century, 
however, lowers expectations of the positive, transformative power of interregional dialogues and 
forums. For some authors, “the expectation that interregionalism could evolve into something 
approximating collective identity-building” appeared too ambitious, particularly given “inherent 
cultural barriers in cross-regional cooperation that stem from the very defining of regions as 
cultural or identitarian blocs” (Santini et al. 2014, 78). In this sense, some argued that it was 
more realistic “to expect interregionalism to result in occurrence on a limited set of values or 
norms – such as the management of illegal immigration and organized crime - rather than in 
generating new political communities” (Ibid.). 

These adverse outcomes helped generate the general impression among International 
Relations scholars that the research agenda on interregionalism had “reached conceptual and 
empirical limits,” and had stopped the understanding of global governance and the policy 
dynamics related with multilateralism (Rüland 2014, 15). Different authors, however, have 
indicated that there is still space to innovate on interregionalism studies (Rüland 2014; Santini 
et al. 2014; Börzel & Risse 2016; Engel et al. 2016; Koschut 2018; Rubiolo 2018, among 
others). Some areas prone to further innovation would include: efforts to build a broader 
consensus on what defines interregionalism; assessment of ‘actorness’ characteristics of regional 
organizations in interregional dialogues (‘balancing’, ‘institution-building’, ‘agenda-setting’ of 
new themes and agendas, and ‘collective identity-building’, among others); empirical studies 
on interregional relations, which include South-South interregionalism; further analysis of 
the democratic deficit of interregional dialogue forums; identification of opportunities and 
constraints that interregional interactions create for different actors in different issue areas; 
broadening of the study of interregional relations ideational dimension, and specifically the 
role of interregionalism in the diffusion and dispute of norms; recognition of the functions 
which interregionalism could perform, or is already performing, in the creation of a global 
governance architecture; and, evaluation of the prospects for interregional dialogues in an 
international context characterized by growing multipolarity, a return to geopolitics, and 
increasing nationalism and protectionism.

Concerning the broad area of security matters, some authors argue that the concept of 
‘security governance’ appears to be “particularly promising for analysing the role of interregionalism 
in reframing security cooperation” (Santini et al. 2014, 83. On security governance see also: 
Krahmann 2005; Caparini 2006; Kirchner and Sperling 2007; Britz and Ojanen 2009; Sperling 
2009; Christou et al. 2010; Lucarelli et al. 2013; Santini, et al. 2014; Koschut 2018). Security 
governance “involves, actors at all levels from national, through the interregional and all the 
way up to the global levels,” providing “a conceptual framework for locating processes that are 
unlikely to replace the identity-building processes of regionalism but that could supplement them 
by creating a degree of norm convergence across regions” (Ibid., 83-84, emphasis in the original). 
Regarding policy implications, security governance encompasses a varied type of actions, by public 
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and private actors, “which include defining the nature and sources of security problems, devising 
plans and policies to ameliorate them, engaging in the actual management of these issues, and 
auditing the performance of security practitioners” (Hameri and Lee 2013, 464). In this regard, 
the idea of multilevel and multilateral security governance implies a system “in which states are 
still, the main actors but other actors –global, regional, local and transnational- play a key role 
as well” (Santini et al. 2014, 83).

Therefore, a ‘security governance’ approach to interregional relations could allow: assessments 
of the impact of interregional security cooperation on “norm convergence on security matters 
across regions” (Santini et al. 2014, 84); analyses on how the development of interregional security 
agendas could generate a ‘division of labour’ in global governance (Ibid.); and, studies on how 
the proliferation of different levels of security governance (interregional, trans-regional, regional, 
sub-regional, national, etc.), and their associated norms and practices (Wiener 2014, 2018; Acharya 
2018), could improve or diminish the possibilities of improving coordination among different 
stakeholders, in order to tackle different issues on the global security agenda.

Overview of the interregional dialogue forums

The ASEAN-EU dialogue, although formalized in 1977, dates back to 1972. This bi-regional 
dialogue recognizes a shared commitment to regional integration as a means to promote regional 
stability, improve prosperity, and jointly address global issues. Currently, ASEAN-EU relations are 
guided by the Nuremberg Declaration on Enhanced Partnership, adopted in 2007. It establishes a 
long-term vision and the commitment to jointly work on achieving common goals and objectives. 
With the adoption of the ASEAN Charter in 2008, both organizations initiated formal diplomatic 
relations in 2009, and in 2015 the EU established a Diplomatic Mission to ASEAN. In 2018, 
the ASEAN-EU dialogue encompassed thirty-eight states: Austria, Belgium, Brunei Darussalam, 
Bulgaria, Cambodia, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Hungary, Indonesia, Ireland, Italy, Laos, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malaysia, Malta, 
Myanmar, Netherlands, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Singapore, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Thailand, United Kingdom, and Vietnam. 

The ASEAN-EU relationship has been the object of numerous works in the last four 
decades. In fact, it has been at the center of the study of interregionalism (Hänggi 2006; 
Reiterer 2006; Storz and Rüland 2008; Rees 2010; Baert et al. 2014; Meisser 2015). Some 
of these analyses have highlighted how the EU has attempted to increase its presence in the 
world by supporting regional integration efforts in South East Asia, by increasing its political 
and economic relations with the region, and by trying to balance the enormous influence of 
the United States and China in that area of the world. Also, EU-ASEAN relations have been 
considered a promising case for the EU to export its model of multi-level governance, enhance 
its ‘actorness’ and influence at the global level (Doidge 2014). Although this interregional 
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relationship has evolved into a deeper and multifaceted one, uncertainty about its future has 
grown in recent years. On the one hand, questions arise regarding the political and economic 
resources which the EU can offer to support processes of integration in other regions, after years 
of economic crisis, increasing political polarization and uncertainties about the future path of 
European integration. On the other, ASEAN is progressively confirming its role as a relevant 
regional organization while “defending the political, economic and institutional norms which 
it adheres, and which do not always align with those of the EU, or those promoted by the EU 
to ASEAN” (Allison 2015, 3).

The long-standing relation between the EU and LAC combines different levels of interaction 
- regional, sub-regional and bilateral -, and comprises a wide range of issue areas. This relationship 
became a ‘strategic partnership’ in 1999, when the first bi-regional summit was held in Brazil. 
In 2011, the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) was created, conforming 
a regional mechanism for political coordination which brings together thirty-three countries 
of LAC. Since 2013, CELAC is the EU’s official counterpart for bi-regional summits. In this 
article, ‘EU-LAC’ refers to the bi-regional dialogue between 1999 and 2013, ‘EU-CELAC’ for 
the following years, and ‘EU-LAC/EU-CELAC’ refers to both periods. In 2018, the EU-CELAC 
interregional dialogue included sixty-one states: Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Austria, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belgium, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Bulgaria, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, Cuba, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Hungary, 
Ireland, Italy, Jamaica, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, Netherlands, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Suriname, Sweden, Trinidad and Tobago, United 
Kingdom, Uruguay and Venezuela.

In recent years, different analyses have indicated a certain sense of fatigue in the 
EU-CELAC relationship, and therefore the need to renew or relaunch it, taking into 
account subregional schemes, regional diversities, existing asymmetries, and the tensions 
and fragmentation that this multilevel interregionalism generates (Domínguez 2015; Ayuso 
2015; Sanahuja 2015). Regarding the specific area of cooperation on security matters, in the 
last two decades, numerous political, operational and technical exchanges and mechanisms 
have been created to promote and coordinate it; and different studies have been produced 
to analyze the formal and informal instruments this cooperation has adopted. For example, 
some of these works have questioned the viability of EU security cooperation initiatives fitting 
together in a coherent and comprehensive policy towards LAC, and have underlined the 
need to assess whether EU initiatives are producing the expected positive outcomes (Stambøl 
2016b). Other studies have questioned the supposed effectiveness of the EU-LAC approaches 
promoted to fight transnational crime, and specifically drug trafficking (Selleslaghs 2016). 
Some investigations have emphasized the regional imbalance of power relations, focusing on 
how the EU is externalizing its fight against drug trafficking and terrorism to third countries 
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in Latin America and West Africa (Stambøl 2016a). Finally, other works have examined 
the obstacles for the advance of the bi-regional security agenda, particularly its traditional 
hard-military aspects (Malamud and Seabra 2015).

FEALAC is an association created in 2001 as an official and regular dialogue forum between 
countries from East Asia and LAC, although its origins can be traced back to 1999, when the 
East Asia-Latin America Forum of Senior Officials’ Meeting was held in Singapore. In January 
2004, during the second Meeting of Ministers of Foreign Affairs, the Manila Action Plan was 
adopted, proposing a path to foster mutual understanding and cooperation on different issue 
areas, but especially to explore and exploit their shared economic potential. In 2018, FEALAC 
included thirty-six states: Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
Chile, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, Mexico, Mongolia, Myanmar, New Zeeland, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, Korea, Singapore, Suriname, Thailand, Uruguay, Venezuela, 
and Vietnam.

Besides enhancing cooperation on economic and political relations, this forum can be viewed 
as “the result of a diversification strategy” aimed at strengthening the position of its participants 
in North-South dialogues (Tsardanidis 2010, 231), and as a transregional network created to 
balance its other members’ regional relations (Doidge 2014). This forum is the only bi-regional 
dialogue and cooperation space that goes beyond the concept of the Pacific, including countries 
from the Atlantic and Caribbean basins.  In fact, for many countries in Latin America, it is the 
only forum available for cooperation with East Asia as a region (CEPAL 2013). However, several 
factors have created difficulties for advancing collective goals, cohesion, ‘actorness’ and a relevant 
impact for FEALAC in the international system: its non-binding nature, the absence of an “effective 
mechanism for intra-group cooperation,” limited financial resources, an emphasis on “regulative 
principles as non-interference,” and the fact that neither East Asia nor LAC are constituted as 
actors within the forum (Doidge 2014, 50-51; Rubiolo 2018). 

Methodology and categorization of interregional security agendas

The content analysis practiced in this article follows the methodology proposed by Bryman 
(2012) and Elo et al. (2014), aiming to generate quantitative accounts of the data obtained 
in the analysis of key documents of the selected case studies. Content analysis is a transparent 
research method, and it allows “certain amount of longitudinal analysis with relative ease” (Bryman 
2012, 304). This article uses an inductive approach to create categories from raw data “without 
a theory-based categorization matrix” (Elo et al. 2014). It examines the stated content of the 
documents: the information that can be observed in the surface structure of the texts: its ‘manifest 
content.’ It is not concerned with the deep structure of the texts, what was intended to be said: 
its ‘latent content’ (Bryman 2012, 290).
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Content analysis is said to be a research tool that faces difficulties determining answers 
to ‘why?’ type questions. In this sense, researchers might suggest explanations for ‘interesting 
findings,’ however, these could be no more than speculations, “more or less theoretically informed” 
(Bryman 2012, 306). Also, content analytic studies have been accused of being ‘atheoretical,’ 
since the emphasis on measurement can easily and inadvertently result in highlighting “what is 
measurable rather on what is theoretically significant or important” (Bryman 2012, 307). Aware 
of these limitations, this study considers content analysis to be adequate for the proposed mapping 
exercise and preliminary comparative analysis.

The data was obtained by examining thirty-two documents from all three aforementioned 
interregional forums, from 1997 to 2018, produced in bi-regional agreements or negotiations. 
Fourteen documents, produced between 1997 and 2017, were reviewed from the ASEAN-EU 
dialogue; twelve documents, produced between 1999 and 2018, from the EU-LAC/CELAC 
dialogue; and seven sources, produced between 2004 and 2017, for the FEALAC dialogue. There 
are clearly less documents from the FEALAC dialogue, since the first statement of its bi-annual 
ministerial meetings including a specific agenda on global challenges dates from 2004.

Before presenting the results, a brief explanation of the procedure followed to assign the raw 
information from the documents to the categories is needed. The first step was to identify the key 
documents guiding the bi-regional dialogues in the last two decades, such as: bi-regional political 
declarations, bi-regional action plans, or statements of bi-regional ministerial meetings. These 
materials were retrieved from the webpages of the European External Action Service (European 
Union 2016), ASEAN (s. a.), FEALAC (s. a.), and the Digital Library of the EU-LAC (1999a). 
With the information from these materials, a first matrix was created, containing: the document’s 
date, the type of document (joint declaration/joint statement/action plan), its institutional authors, 
title, and the URL from where the document was retrieved. Once chronologically ordered, they 
were numbered.

The following step was to identify sections in each document referencing two sets of matters: 
the assessment of the global security environment, and the issues considered regional or global 
security challenges or threats. As indicators of subject matters, we have searched for specific key 
words, such as security, threats, risks and challenges. In a second search, more specific words 
and concepts were identified: complex/complexity, global threats/challenges, interconnected 
threats/challenges, military issues, multidimensional, non-military issues, traditional and 
non-traditional security issues, and transnational issues/threats. For this process we have used 
the advance search tool from a PDF viewer program (in this case, Adobe Acrobat Reader). 

After the results were obtained, the next step was to develop a preliminary pilot list of issues 
considered in the documents as regional and global challenges or threats; this first list included 
thirty-eight categories organized and simplified in a following step. The result was a list of 
twenty-five different categories to code the documents’ information.

Two caveats should be made before introducing the categories. First, following Bryman’s 
advice to identify potential pitfalls in devising categories, we have tried to avoid conceptual or 
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empirical overlaps between the categories which could generate broad misunderstandings on 
how to interpret the meaning of each dimension, and what factors to consider when coding each 
category (Bryman 2012, 303). Nonetheless, some categories in this study subsume an extremely 
large number of items because not all documents break down these dimensions in different 
activities or phenomena. This is the case for ‘climate change’ and ‘transnational organized crime.’ 
In the case of ‘climate change,’ the reviewed materials occasionally presented it as a threat, or as a 
phenomenon that has negative consequences; in certain documents there are no concrete examples 
of its adverse consequences. In others, ‘natural disasters’ are presented as a direct consequence of 
‘climate change.’ In most occasions, however, ‘climate change’ is presented as a global challenge. 
Therefore, this study differentiates between ‘climate change’ and ‘natural disasters’ to identify 
the specific ways in which the documents reflect the negative implications of these challenges. 
Regarding ‘transnational organized crime,’ some documents present it as a broad phenomenon, 
and others break down its different manifestations and related criminal activities. In order to 
identify specific concerns in each agenda, this article includes ‘transnational crime’ as a broad 
category, and uses other specific categories to identify its different manifestations. 

Second, there are several issues which other policy documents usually identified as ‘global 
security challenges,’ but they were not included because they were not considered in any of 
the thirty-two documents reviewed. Those matters include: ethnic conflict, foreign fighters, 
hybrid threats, massive and uncontrolled migration flows, violence against vulnerable minorities, 
and transnational gangs, among others (for an assessment of these matters see OECD 2016; 
UNSC 2017).

After coding the information with the previous categories, we have elaborated a Table 
(Figure 1), and a Chart (Figure 2) presenting the three interregional agendas’ evolution on regional 
and global challenges.

Table 1. Categories used to code the interregional dialogues’ documents. *

Climate change
Corruption
Cultural property trafficking
Cyberspace challenges
Drug trafficking
Human smuggling
Human trafficking
Illegal fishing
Illicit arms production and trafficking
Illegal trade in mining products
Infectious diseases and pandemics
Maritime security and safety
Money laundering

Natural disasters
Proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD)
Racism, xenophobia and intolerance
Sea piracy
Smuggling of goods
Terrorism
Trafficking in forest products
Trafficking in pharmaceutical products
Transnational crime
Violence against women and girls
Violent extremism
Wildlife crimes

* The author can provide more information on how each category was created
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Figure 1. Chronological evolution of interregional security agendas in the ASEAN-EU, EU-LAC/

EU-CELAC, and FEALAC dialogues (1997-2018).

The letters refer to the interregional dialogue: ‘a’ for the ASEAN- EU dialogue, ‘b’ for the EU-LAC/EU-CELAC 
dialogue, and ‘c’ for the FEALAC dialogue (years include only analyzed documents).

Category 1997 1999 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Terrorism a b b a b/c a b a/c b a/ c a c a b a a/c b
Transnational 
crime

a b b a c a b a/c b a/b/c c a b/c a b/c a/b a/c b

Drug trafficking a   b a b/c   b a/c b a/b c a b/c a b b a b
Natural disasters   b b   b/c a b a/c b a/b/c c a b/c a b/c b a/c b
Proliferation of 
WMD 

a b b a b   b a/c   a/b/c c a   a b a a/c b

Climate change a       b/c a b a/c b a/b/c c a b/c a b/c b a/c b
Illicit arms 
production and 
trafficking 

    b a b   b a/c b a/b   a b a b a a b

Human 
trafficking

a   b   b/c   b a/c b a/b   a b a b   a b

Corruption     b   b/c     a   b c a c   b b a/c b
Human 
smuggling 

        b   b c b a/b   a b/c   b   a b

Cyberspace 
challenges 

    b         a   a     c a b a a/c b

Infectious 
diseases and 
pandemics 

    b   b/c   b a/c   a/c     c   c   a

Racism, 
xenophobia and 
intolerance

b b b b b b b b b

Money 
laundering 

a   b a       a/c   a/b     b     b   b

Violence against 
women and girls

b b b b b a b

Maritime security 
and safety

        b         a   a   a   a a

Sea piracy               a   a   a   a     a
Trafficking in 
forest products

                b         a     a

Violent 
extremism

                  a           a a/c

Illegal fishing                           a     a/c
Wildlife crimes                           a     a
Cultural property 
trafficking

                    c            

Illegal trade in 
mining products

b

Smuggling of 
goods

b

Trafficking in 
pharmaceutical 
products 

              c                  

Source: own elaboration.
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Assessment of regional and global security environments

This section examines the assessment made by interregional forums of the international 
security environment in the last two decades, as well as the roles they assign multilateral cooperation 
to confront global challenges and threats. The analysis is organized in four different periods: the 
late 1990s, first half of the 2000s, second half of the 2000s, and the 2010s.

Late 1990s: positive and negative effects of globalization

By the late 1990s, the ASEAN-EU and EU-LAC dialogues were favoring the development 
of closer international cooperation to respond to the new and serious challenges emerging in an 
increasingly globalized world. Documents from this period show a consensus around two arguments: 
that the complex phenomenon of globalization brought new challenges and accelerated others, and 
that, in order to tackle these challenges, more multilateral cooperation was needed (ASEAN-EU 
1997; EU-LAC 1999b). During this period, the issues identified as threats or challenges included 
matters that would become permanent components of both interregional dialogues: terrorism, 
transnational crime - emphasis on drug trafficking-, proliferation of WMD, the negative effects 
of environmental degradation, and natural disasters (see Figures 1 and 2). At that moment, the 
FEALAC dialogue was not active. It is important to highlight that during this period the EU-LAC 
agenda introduced the need to fight racism, xenophobia and intolerance (EU-LAC 1999b), and 

Figure 2. Chronological evolution of the number of items included as bi-regional and global 

challenges with a security component in the ASEAN-EU dialogue, the EU-LAC/EU-CELAC 

dialogue, and the FEALAC dialogue (1997-2018)
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this item has been maintained ever since. Nevertheless, these matters have not been specifically 
mentioned in any of the documents of the other two bi-regional dialogues.  

First half of the 2000s: global challenges of the new millennium

At the beginning of the 2000s, these interregional forums shared the view that the challenges 
generated by an increasingly interdependent world required more regional and global cooperation 
(ASEAN-EU 2003a; 2003b; 2005; EU-LAC 2002; 2004; FEALAC 2004). In this period, the 
number of issues considered regional and global challenges in the ASEAN-EU agenda remained 
quite the same as in the previous period -between five and six different categories (ASEAN-EU 
2003a, 2003b, 2005)-, and the category of natural disasters was introduced (Ibid. 2005) (see 
Figures 1 and 2). 

In the case of the EU-LAC dialogue, the issues in the bi-regional agenda increased, and their 
description became more specific. For example, the documents became more precise regarding 
the different activities related to transnational crime - trafficking in drugs, people and arms, and 
human smuggling - ; and new issues were introduced, such as corruption, cyberspace challenges, 
infectious diseases and pandemics (EU-LAC 2002). It is during this period that VAW was included 
in the EU-LAC dialogue (EU-LAC 2004), although it did not appear again in their bi-regional 
statements until the end of the decade (EU-LAC 2010). In the case of the FEALAC dialogue, 
their first joint statement including a common agenda on global challenges was presented in 
2004. In addition to terrorism and transnational crime, their agenda included corruption, human 
trafficking, infectious diseases and pandemics, natural disasters, and the negative consequences 
of climate change (FEALAC 2004).

Second half of the 2000s: transnational and interconnected complex challenges

Besides recognizing the need for broader and deeper cooperation to address regional and 
global challenges, another argument was shared by these interregional dialogues: that the roots 
and effects of regional and global challenges were multidimensional, interconnected and growing 
(ASEAN-EU 2007b; EU-LAC 2008; FEALAC 2007). FEALAC declarations, for example, 
showed concern with “the continuous growth of challenges” in a “complex and multifaceted 
world order”; and stated that “no single country, or group of countries, would be able to tackle 
alone the interconnected threats facing the international community” (FEALAC 2007). The 
ASEAN-EU dialogue specified that security should be understood from a multidimensional 
point of view, including its political, human, social and economic dimensions (ASEAN-EU 
2007a; 2007b; 2007c).

During the second half of the 2000s, the ASEAN-EU agenda showed a very significant 
increase in the number of issues considered regional and global challenges (see Figures 1 and 2). 
Their agenda was broadened to include new categories, such as cyberspace challenges, infectious 
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diseases and pandemics, and sea piracy (ASEAN-EU 2007a; 2007b; 2007c; 2010). It should be 
highlighted that during this period the concept of non-traditional security (NTS) was introduced 
in the security lexicon of the ASEAN-EU dialogue (ASEAN-EU 2003b). This concept, broadly 
used in the ASEAN framework since the early 2000s, can also be found in the official deliberations 
of regional institutions such as ASEAN, the ASEAN regional forum, the ASEAN dialogue with 
China, Japan and South Korea (ASEAN plus three), among others. Civil society organizations 
have also promoted NTS issues in their advocacy work, and the concept has become part of the 
security lexicon in Asia and beyond (Caballero-Anthony 2016). 

The concept of NTS issues “has found traction in Asia’s policy community.” This is 
reflected in the official deliberations of regional institutions such as ASEAN, the ASEAN 
regional forum, the ASEAN dialogue with China, Japan and South Korea (ASEAN plus three), 
among others. Civil society groups across the region have also identified with and promoted 
NTS issues in their advocate work. More significantly, NTS has become “part of the security 
lexicon not only within Asia but also beyond the region” (Ibid. 7). In the ASEAN-EU dialogue, 
the concept of NTS has been progressively included in several documents, in order to enhance 
political and security dialogues (ASEAN-EU 2007c; 2010; 2016; 2017b). A thought-provoking 
fact, beyond the scope of this article, is that the concept of NTS has not been included in the 
security lexicon of the EU-LAC dialogue, neither in the FEALAC dialogue – in which many 
members of ASEAN also take part.

Regarding the number of categories included in the EU-LAC security agenda, it decreased 
from thirteen different issues in 2004 to ten in 2008 (EU-LAC, 2005, 2006, 2008); meanwhile, the 
FEALAC agenda experienced a considerable expansion, reaching up to twelve different categories - 
including human smuggling and money laundering as new issues. The FEALAC dialogue, however, 
does not mention cyberspace challenges, maritime issues or VAW (FEALAC 2007).

The 2010s: protect and promote multilateralism

Between 2010 and 2018, the international context becomes more complex and challenging. 
This is reflected in the constant expansion of the three agendas - more clearly in the ASEAN-EU 
and EU-CELAC agendas (see Figure 2). A new argument, however, is presented: transnational 
security challenges have become a threat not only to the state’s and citizen’s security, but also to 
the global multilateral framework (FEALAC 2015; 2017). In this setting, rule-based approaches 
to promote security and prosperity for citizens are said to be essential; as well as effective and 
inclusive global governance mechanisms to cope with the multifaceted and problematic international 
environment. During this period, the ASEAN-EU dialogue diagnosis is that the ‘growing common 
challenges and threats’ emerged both from within and without their regions, and the dialogue 
restates its commitment to promote rule-based approaches to address global matters effectively 
and multilaterally (ASEAN-EU 2012a; 2012b; 2014: 2016; 2017a).
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The EU-CELAC dialogue also upheld its willingness to strengthen cooperation in order 
to face global challenges, and emphasizes the need to promote multilateralism, inclusive global 
governance and respect for international law (EU-CELAC 2015; 2016a; 2018). In regards to its 
security lexicon, during the 2010s, the concept of ‘citizen security’ was introduced in bi-regional 
plans and actions, both as a concept to characterize the relation between states and their citizens 
on security policies, and as an area for bi-regional cooperation. The concept was introduced in 
LAC in 2009 to differentiate the nature of security in democracy against security in authoritarian 
regimes (IACHR 2009). In the case of the bi-regional dialogue, in 2014 the EU established a 
Strategy on Citizen Security in Central America and the Caribbean, and in 2015 a chapter on 
‘citizen security’ was introduced into the EU-CELAC dialogue. This concept, however, has still 
not been introduced in the lexicon of the FEALAC dialogue. 

Evolving interregional security agendas

Regarding the evolution of these interregional security agendas, there are different trajectories 
in the number and type of issues which have been included - and excluded - in the last two 
decades (see Figures 1 and 2). The clearest feature is the progressive and fast expansion of the 
ASEAN-EU agenda; in 2017 the number of issues included was the largest of all three dialogues 
between 1997 and 2018 (ASEAN-EU 2017b). This does not necessarily mean that governments 
from ASEAN and the EU are ready to commit substantial resources, during an extended period 
of time, to deal with this large agenda. To determine whether this broader agenda is more than a 
‘shopping list’ approach without practical consequences, further analysis of bi-regional programs 
and actions would be necessary (given space constraints, the present paper is not the appropriate 
space to do so). 

Another element is a relatively constant number of issues in the EU-LAC/EU-CELAC, until 
the most recent evidence, which clearly shows an increase. In the 2002-2015 period, this agenda 
included between ten and thirteen categories, seven in 2016, and sixteen in 2018 (UE-LAC 2002; 
EU-CELAC 2016a; 2016b; 2018). The situation in 2016 may reflect an impasse between the risk 
of being trapped in bi-regional cooperation strategies from the past, and setting the conditions 
for a paradigm change that could open new forms of cooperation to deal more effectively with 
regional and global challenges (Ayuso and Gratius 2016).

The FEALAC agenda shows an irregular broadening and limiting path. In 2007 this 
agenda included twelve categories, and in 2015, only four; in 2017, the year of the last 
observation, it included eight categories, as in 2004 (FEALAC 2004; 2007; 2010; 2011; 2013; 
2015; 2017). This could be related to problems in reaching consensus on a broader agenda, in 
identifying common security concerns, or even difficulties defining the whole purpose of the 
interregional dialogue. Alternatively, it could indicate an agreement to focus on specific issues, 
increase effectiveness and avoid the dispersion of limited political, economic and institutional 
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resources. However, a limited agenda would not necessarily imply effective actions to respond 
to common challenges.

When it comes to items being included in the bi-regional agendas, they converge around 
seven key regional and global challenges: terrorism, transnational crime, drug trafficking, natural 
disasters, climate change, human trafficking, and illicit arms production and trafficking (see 
Figure 1). It would not be wise, however, to develop high expectations on the premise that the 
convergence of interregional security agendas could easily translate into common, coordinated 
and effective actions, since each of these agendas reflects specific regional realities and concerns 
that may distract resources of all kinds from a common global security agenda (Baert et al. 2014).

In the ASEAN-EU dialogue, four different blocs of key concerns can be observed. At the 
top, there are terrorism, transnational crime and proliferation of WMD. In a second bloc, climate 
change, illicit arms production and trafficking, drug trafficking, human trafficking and natural 
disasters. In a third, cyberspace challenges, sea piracy and maritime security and safety. Regarding 
the EU-LAC/CELAC dialogue, the most relevant concerns can be divided into two blocs. At the 
top: natural disasters, drug trafficking, transnational crime, racism, xenophobia and intolerance, 
climate change, human trafficking, illicit arms production and trafficking, and terrorism. In a 
second bloc: human smuggling, proliferation of WMD, corruption and violence against women. 
At FEALAC, the most relevant issues can be separated into three blocs: at the top, climate change, 
natural disasters, and transnational organized crime; followed by terrorism, infectious diseases, 
corruption and drug trafficking in a second bloc. 

Although each interregional agenda reflects different regional realities, there has been 
convergence around seven issues: terrorism, transnational crime, drug trafficking, natural disasters, 
climate change, human trafficking, and illicit arms production and trafficking. However, convergence 
may not reflect a high level of political commitment towards a common global security agenda. 
Regarding the security lexicon used in these multilateral forums, it could be said that certain 
concepts do not travel easily between regions, as the concepts of ‘non-traditional security’ and 
‘citizen security’ demonstrate.

In the following lines there is a brief analysis of how certain challenges have evolved in these 
interregional security agendas. Given the limited space, broader explanations as to why these 
matters have changed in certain ways cannot be offered. Nevertheless, some initial thoughts are 
presented on natural disasters and illegal exploitation of natural resources.

East Asia and LAC are regions highly vulnerable to natural disasters; consequently, they have 
given particular emphasis to these matters in their cooperation efforts. The FEALAC and the 
EU-LAC/CELAC agendas have included natural disasters from the beginning. In the ASEAN-EU 
agenda, however, these matters were included in 2007, after which they were mentioned in 2010, 
2012, 2014 and 2017. In the ASEAN-EU agenda, the relatively late incorporation of these matters 
could be related to the specific path followed by EU member states, given their awareness of the 
impact of natural disasters on them. In 2009, the European Council agreed to increase cooperation 
for natural and man-made disaster prevention; in 2013 a Union Civil Protection Mechanism 
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(UCPM) was created to protect the EU’s peoples, environment and property from environmental 
disasters, marine pollution and acute health emergencies, “occurring inside or outside” the Union 
(EU 2013). Furthermore, in 2017 the EU agreed to increase its ability to cope with more complex 
and frequent natural disasters which have seriously affected several European countries, creating 
a scenario that has been described by the European Commission as the “new normal” (European 
Commission 2017).

The illegal exploitation of natural resources, “funds criminal and terrorist groups, facilitates 
money laundering and corruption, forcibly displaces local populations, speeds environmental 
destruction and creates situations of labour exploitation, labour trafficking, and sex trafficking” 
(Global Initiative 2016, vi). These matters were introduced in the three interregional agendas 
after the 2010s, though with different emphasis. The ASEAN-EU dialogue has included illegal 
fishing, trafficking in forest products and wildlife crimes. In the EU-LAC/CELAC agenda 
the presence of these matters has been quite irregular: trafficking in forest products was only 
mentioned in 2008, illegal trade in mining products was introduced for the first time in 2018 
(EU-CELAC 2018), and illegal fishing or wildlife crimes have not been included at all. In the 
FEALAC agenda, only illegal fishing has been mentioned. These diverse paths could be related to 
different views on how to protect, and who should guard, natural resources; or to a perspective 
in which the internationalization of natural resources protection may have negative implications 
for state’s sovereignty over its resources. For example, LAC governments have been especially 
active defending states’ sovereign rights on natural resources (CELAC 2014; EU-CELAC 2103a; 
2013b; China-CELAC 2015).

Conclusions

By analyzing and categorizing the content of key documents from the ASEAN-EU, 
EU-LAC/EU-CELAC and FEALAC dialogues, a set of interconnected matters were explored in 
this article. Regarding the assessment these forums have made of the regional and international 
security environment, they seem to share the view that increasing global interdependencies 
have created uneven benefits and common, complex challenges. Besides considering traditional 
security threats, these dialogues have progressively warned against the emergence of novel 
transnational and multidimensional security issues, such as: the impact of climate change, the 
rise of powerful non-state actors, the expansion of global criminal markets, and the increasing 
global consequences of health issues. An important discursive change took place during the 
2010s, as transnational challenges were said to be threatening not only peoples and states, but 
also the global multilateral framework.

In regard to the role these interregional dialogues assign multilateral cooperation in confronting 
regional and global challenges, they share the view that it is only through effective multilateral 
responses that the international community will be able to cope with them. This is quite relevant 
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in the current moment of the international society, when key state actors are turning their backs 
on multilateralism, and promoting unilateralism and exacerbated nationalism. Regarding the 
evolution of these bi-regional security agendas, it can be noticed that states have increasingly 
broken down threats and challenges to try to define and confront them more efficiently. These 
agendas have had different trajectories in the last two decades, the clearest features being: the 
progressive and rapid expansion of the ASEAN-EU agenda, the relatively constant number of 
issues in the EU-LAC/EU-CELAC agenda, and the irregular broadening and limiting path of 
the FEALAC agenda.

Considering the results of this preliminary empirical analysis on the ASEAN-EU, the 
EU-CELAC and the FEALAC interregional dialogue forums, and drawing on insights from 
interregionalism studies and security governance, more research needs to be done in at least three 
areas: (1) further exploration of the links between regionalism and interregionalism with global 
governance, and identification of what types of functions interregional dialogue forums perform 
towards an emerging global security governance architecture; (2) analysis of how security governance 
norms and practices are diffused, transmitted, contested or localized (Wiener 2014; 2018; Acharya 
2018) in interregional dialogues, taking into account the role of different stakeholders; and (3) 
identification of how different interregional governance mechanisms and practices emerge to 
manage both traditional and non-traditional security threats and challenges, in ‘North-South,’ 
‘South-North’ and ‘South-South’ interregional interactions.

This article is a modest contribution to the empirical analysis of interregionalism’s role as 
a stepping-stone to advance security cooperation, and to how multilateral security governance 
can be used to generate different research paths regarding interregional security agendas. In 
order to acquire more insight on the changing interests, identities, norms and practices which 
shape interregional security cooperation, further empirical and theoretically-oriented research 
is needed.
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