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Very good morning!  

 

I would like to warmly welcome you to today’s conference on “Economic Integration in 

Asia and Europe”. I thank Professor Seoungun Kim, editor of Journal of Economic 

Integration for cooperating with us in organizing this conference. I would also like to 

express my heartfelt appreciation to all the participants here for their important 

contributions. Particularly I would like to thank those who have travelled from overseas to 

join us.  

 

In my remarks, I just want to reflect on three topics very briefly; first, why economic 

integration, often we call regional cooperation and integration RCI, is so important to Asia; 

second, what are its progress and prospects? and thirdly, what are priorities of ADB and 

ADBI in advancing regional integration? 

 

To begin with, why is regional integration so important to Asia? As you know well, regional 

cooperation and integration is a process in which a group of countries actively cooperate 

to better unlock their growth potentials and to maintain sustained growth.  By reducing or 

removing barriers for trade in goods and services and promoting cross-border investment, 

labor mobility, and technology transfers, it supports the creation of a much larger regionally 

integrated market.  

 



Regional integration can also help countries to achieve common goals for mutual benefits 

and production of regional public goods, encompassing different, but important elements; 

such as deepening regional financial markets; spurring the cooperation of climate change 

mitigation and adaptation policies and the harmonization and alignment of sector- and 

theme-based policies and regulations. Importantly, regional cooperation can be a 

stepping-stone for poorer countries to move up the value chain, boost their growth 

potential, and gradually forge convergence as their economies become more integrated 

with those of their richer neighbors. 

 

At the same time, such integration raises various thorny issues such as unemployment 

resulting from the loss of competitiveness, transmission of economic and financial shocks 

and mass migration. We see these side effects have generated a backlash against 

integration which hit many countries in the world and led to current trade tensions, Brexit 

and resurgent nationalism. So, it is critically important to understand what lessons can be 

learned from these development and design and implement policies to avoid these 

negative reactions.   

 

Secondly, what are the progress and prospect of economic integration in Asia?  Except for 

the ASEAN, Asia has chosen a loose economic cooperation mainly based on free trade 

agreements. This is not too surprising given the greater diversity in Asia with respect to 

levels of economic and financial development, cultures and economic and political system. 

After 1997, cooperation leapt forward as ASEAN+3 was formed, dialogue formalized 

among finance ministers and central bank governors; the Chiang Mai Initiative was 

launched as a regional financial safety net; and the Asian Bond Markets Initiative started to 

build alternatives to bank financing. In ASEAN, the ASEAN Economic Community project 

has made important strides toward creating a unified market in the region. 

 

Looking forward, I believe the prospects for further deepening of regional integration in 

Asia are good as long as major risks can be overcome. These risks include continued or 

even rising barriers to trade and investment flows, external financial and economic shocks, 

inadequate infrastructure connectivity—including both hard and soft—environmental 



degradation, rising inequality and social disparity, and international disputes. The lists are 

long. 

 

In this vein, the experience of Europe could provide important lessons, success and failure, 

to Asian countries. Europe has taken very different paths towards regional integration. 

Pursuing a much more ambitious program of political integration, it has already reached 

the highest level of economic integration with the European Union, the single currency and 

European Central Bank. However, as we see, EU is now facing the possibility of de-

integration as well due to Brexit and more broadly rising sentiment of nationalism.  

 

Therefore it is also critically important to identify the trends of the economic integration in 

Asia and Europe, to analyze the processes and their impact on, and risks posed to, 

economic growth in the two regions and to come up with a series policy recommendations 

firmly rooted in evidence-based researches.  

 

Thirdly, what are priorities of ADB and ADBI to promote regional cooperation and 

integration? Indeed, regional cooperation has become a valued development strategy; for 

instance, the United Nations recognizes it as an important tool to implement the 2030 

Agenda for sustainable development. ADB has also gained a comparative advantage in 

regional cooperation using an approach tailored to different parts of the Asian region.  

 

ADB’s journey in promoting regional cooperation dates to its Charter and its founding in 

1966. ADB has operationalized regional cooperation mainly through four sub-regional 

initiatives; Greater Mekong Program, Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation 

Program, South Asia Sub-regional Economic Cooperation Program and Pacific Island 

Forum, with common interrelated components of relationship, knowledge and investment. 

 

Under ADB’s new Strategy 2030 adopted last year, regional cooperation and integration 

was reaffirmed as a strategic operational priority. Its operations are expected to enhance 

competitiveness, strengthen cooperation in the finance and other sectors and strengthen 

sub-regional initiatives. This is being achieved through the three operational priorities; (i) 

greater and higher-quality connectivity between economies, (ii) expanded global and 



regional trade and investment opportunities, and (iii) increased and diversified regional 

public goods.  

 

As a sister organization of ADB, ADBI has made efforts to contribute to advancing regional 

integration in Asia through research and capacity building activities. This year, we started a 

new project on comparison of regional cooperation and integration in Asia and Europe to 

shed light on lessons two different approaches have for the future of economic integration. 

These efforts will culminate in a new book and a special issue of distinguished Journal of 

Economic Integration especially with today’s discussion. Taking the opportunity, I would 

like to thank all authors and discussant for their valuable contributions. 

 

To conclude, as Asia grows in importance in the global economy, the region is being 

challenged to integrate more deeply to achieve its promise of prosperity.  

Regional cooperation and integration will become more important for Asia to connect with 

each other and grow; at the same time the challenges will undoubtedly become more 

complex. 

 

At ADBI regional cooperation and integration will continue to play a key theme for activity 

in supporting Asia’s bright future. To this end, ADBI will continue to develop innovative 

research and training. I feel confident that together we can make progress steadily toward a 

more integrated Asia. I look forward to a lively discussion in today’s conference.  

 

Thank you very much!  


