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Top to bottom : Residents of Vietnam navigating through the struggles of excessive rainfall causing flood and landslide due to the
two storms which hit the central regions of the country early this month; Pro-democracy protestors demonstrate outside the
German Embassy in Thailand in order to push the German government to investigate the King's actions, who spends a great deal of
time in South Germany.
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In This Issue

NOTE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, CSEAS
Greetings… 

We would like to thank our readers around the world for sharing your invaluable comments on our previous
newsletters, and we look forward to receiving them in the future. In this edition, we are happy to introduce
an interview with Rajiv Bhatia, a Distinguished Fellow at Gateway House and Former Indian Ambassador to
Myanmar (2002-2005), to discuss India-Myanmar relations. Since its inception in 2016, one of the core
objectives of CSEAS has been bridging Southeast Asia with the rest of the world through teaching, research
and publications. 

I hope you enjoy reading the snippets.

Sincerely,
Dr. Nehginpao Kipgen



How do you think India’s ties with Myanmar

has changed over time? Have there been any

successes that we all should know about?

Change is constant in nature. This

principle applies even to inter-state

relations and specifically to the ties

between India and Myanmar. Starting

from 1948, the relationship passed through

various phases. Under Prime Minister U

Nu and Prime Minister Nehru, the

relationship between India and Burma was

at its closest, since there was democracy in

Burma. This was followed by a long

dictatorship, and it was then when India

had to master its own art to connect with

Burma, a country which was really a

pariah in the international community.

For a few years from the late 1980s to early

1990s, New Delhi adopted a rather

regressive policy of only supporting

democratic forces which brought a hiatus

in its relations. This policy was reviewed

by the Narasimha Rao government and

changed to one of dual-track, namely

continuous support for democratic forces

while also having normal business

relations with the military government.

Jumping to the present, from 2011 to 2015,

came this hybrid government. It is in the

last 4-5 years, there has been a very special

effort, and now we stand at the cusp of

another election and depending on what

happens there, our relationship will be

proceeding further, but I am very hopeful

that it will move in a very positive

direction.

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  I N D I A - M Y A N M A R  R E L A T I O N S
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With the Myanmar election soon to be held on November 8, we had Harsh Mahaseth, Research Analyst at CSEAS, interview Mr. Rajiv Bhatia, 
 Distinguished Fellow at Gateway House and Former Indian Ambassador to Myanmar (2002-2005), to discuss the India-Myanmar relations.

There are several dominant powers that are building ties with Myanmar, namely India, China, USA, and other Western nations.

How has Myanmar been balancing these powers and what do you think India should do in such a situation where there are other

competing interests? 

Given the strategic location of Myanmar, as a connecting point for South Asia and Southeast Asia, and the proximity to

China and the Bay of Bengal, it is not surprising that so many players in the international field are interested in the

country.  India strongly supports Myanmar’s desire for an independent foreign policy, and to develop a balanced set of

relations with other partners, especially its neighbors. This is because India regards Myanmar as vital to its own security,

defense and development. It is not in India’s interest to see Myanmar extremely or excessively dependent on one

power. Therefore, everything that Myanmar does to develop a harmonious, balanced cordial web of relationships

around it; it will find India as a major partner and ally.

IN THE FRAME: 
Rajiv Bhatia, with Aung San Suu Kyi in Naypyidaw on March 7, 2013, was 
leading the Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA) delegation as its Director General.
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In October this year, India stated its agreement to provide debt relief service to Myanmar under the G-20 Debt Service

Suspension Initiative which assisted Myanmar in its efforts to tackle the COVID-19 pandemic. India and Myanmar have

also been working on the Sittwe Port project and intend to operationalize the same by next year. The Indian Foreign

Secretary and the Chief of Army Staff travelled to Myanmar to meet Myanmar’s state counselor Aung San Suu Kyi for talks

on taking forward bilateral relations in a wide range of areas. What do you think of India’s proactive approach toward

gaining a regional outreach and building ties with Myanmar? 

I fully support it and regard this as a very timely initiative. I am referring particularly to the latest turn of events

when an exceptionally important delegation comprising of the Indian Foreign Secretary and the Chief of Army

Staff visited Myanmar. But what is more important is how the government and the people of Myanmar reacted

to this initiative. There was a significant and widely known positive reaction from the public. The government

also attributed great importance, and the state counselor, commander-in-chief, and deputy commander

received the Indian delegation. Both sides expressed much satisfaction which was seen in the very detailed

report of the ministry of external affairs, government of India. While the Kaladan project had not been

completed yet, it will reach a critical point early next year when the Sittwe port becomes operational. There

have been multiple other initiatives, but the short point is that under the Modi government in the last six years,

the relationship between the two countries has been consistently deepening, and this latest visit was a significant

boost to that relation.  

The upcoming election has been affected by systemic problems, rights abuses and also an increase in the COVID-19 cases.

How would all of these affect the election, and what do you think can be done to protect the integrity of the election? 

In my view, the decision to postpone or hold the election was an internal call. As outsiders, the important thing

to watch is whether the election will be free and fair. Certainly, in some parts of the country, they will be able to

hold the election, but that should not deter the rest of the country. It would be better to have three quarters or

more of a democracy than no democracy. Holding periodic elections is the heart of democracy, so we should

recognize the importance of the coming election and hope that it will be held peacefully and properly

What do you think is the importance of India-Myanmar relationship? Should we, as academics, give more importance to this

relationship? What do you foresee in the coming years with respect to this relationship? 

Our academic community should take great interest in Myanmar. Technically speaking, Myanmar is not part of

South Asia, but given that Myanmar is a member of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical

and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), an observer in South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation

(SAARC), and a full member of Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), it is very closely intertwined in

the web of South Asian relationships. 

In my opinion, the gap in the relationship in India and Myanmar is the inadequate dialogue, discussion and

communication between South Asia and Myanmar. There are multiple issues of mutual interests, such as

development, economic cooperation, climate change, ethnicity, constitution, regional and sub-regional

integration, that need discussion. An eminent institution like O.P. Jindal Global University can play a leading

role in bridging the gap between the academic communities of the two sides. Thank you.
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The US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, who began his visit to Asia primarily made
way to the second QUAD grouping meeting in Tokyo, Japan on October 6. The meeting
was also attended by Toshimitsu Motegi from Japan, Marise Payne from Australia and
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar from India.  

This strategic grouping, better known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD) is
maintained through summits, information exchanges and military drills between Japan,
Australia, USA and India. The meeting was aimed at discussing an assertive People’s
Republic of China as it is noteworthy how under the Trump administration, US-China
relations have been at an all-time low.  Although the agenda did include other
discussion points like the COVID-19 pandemic and the question of cybersecurity, most
of the discussion’s focus was to do with a shared vision for a free and open Indo-pacific.
Mike Pompeo went onto critically voice his views against the Chinese Communist Party
by accusing it of significant corruption. He even highlighted a major governance failure
which led to the spread of COVID-19 pandemic.  It is also noteworthy how the United
States is amongst the few countries who even call it ‘Chinese virus’ while China’s
relations with Australia are not as pleasant anymore. Although the QUAD initiative
began in 2007, to address the rise of China over the years, it had lost momentum, and
only recently this strategic grouping has become more active due to an alarming
concern against China that all four member nations reciprocate.  

The Chinese Foreign Ministry retaliated to these comments and the meeting at large
with its own critique, highlighting how regional players must facilitate mutual trust and
cooperation, which is not surprising to the international community. A rules-based
international order is what each member nation voiced, which primarily even brought
attention to China’s actions in the South and the East China Sea.  The India-China
standoff at the Line of Actual Control (LAC) was also brought up while Mr. Pompeo
made his remarks on the subject which were quick to invoke a reaction from Beijing
calling the strategic grouping an ‘anti-China coalition.’ Finally, the meeting outcome
may be deemed a success, but only time will tell if this initiative bound on strong
principles of democracies seeking a rules-based international order in the Indo-Pacific
succeeds in the long run.

There seems to be a new development in the 2012 fatal Ferrari hit and run case in Bangkok involving the now absconding
Vorayuth Yoovidhya, who is the grandson of Red Bull’s co-founder. With an estimated net worth of 20.2 billion dollars
according to Forbes, his family happens to be the second richest in Thailand. The International Criminal Police
Organization (Interpol) earlier this month (October) issued a ‘red notice’ to arrest Vorayuth for his role in the 2012 hit and
run case.  

The charges include reckless driving, causing death and alleged cocaine use which are serious offences not just in
Thailand but also around the world. It was in fact in 2012 that Vorayuth killed a policeman by crashing onto him with his
Ferrari while the charges against him were dropped initially due to his family’s alleged close ties with the government.
However, in the wake of the recent Thai Pro-democracy protests, there was a mass public outrage on the subject as the
Thais saw this situation as one signifying the benefits enjoyed by the nation’s elites. This uproar amongst the country’s
population has led to a wave of new legal consequences for the Red Bull heir as the office of the Thai Attorney General in
September went onto announce fresh charges on counts of reckless driving, causing death and alleged cocaine use.
Vorayuth, who had fled the country in 2017 on his private jet, is set to face the consequences in the wake of the ‘red notice’
issued for his arrest. This uproar has come at a particularly tense time for the current government as the protests
demanding the prime minister’s resignation are only intensifying. What is fascinating is how much the current
government fears these almost revolutionary series of protests against the government and the monarchy.  

However, only time will tell if the elites will be able to maintain their relationship with the government as they have been
over the years. The ‘red notice’ may be understood as the most urgent alert by the Interpol as there seems to be a plea for
cooperation from the 194 members of the global community to bring him back to the country. The Thai prime minister
has also gone onto call the former investigation on the matter ‘compromised’ which in my opinion is one of his attempts
to deal with the uprising against the institutions and society in the country. However, one can hope that Vorayuth gets
extradited and tried in the Thai court, but nevertheless this situation is a testament to the recent pro-democracy protests
in Thailand.

M I K E  P O M P E O ’ S  A S I A  V I S I T  -  

T H E  Q U A D  M E E T I N G

Picture Courtesy: The New York Times 

I N T E R P O L  I S S U E S  ‘ R E D  N O T I C E ’  F O R  T H A I  R E D  B U L L  H E I R

SSA |  ISSUE 3  04

- Avirat Parekh

- Avirat Parekh

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-54431615
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/mike-pompeo-slams-china-for-pandemic-indo-pacific-tensions-at-quad-meeting/article32785660.ece
https://www.forbes.com/profile/chalerm-yoovidhya/#4bab94e73ef9
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/10/5/interpol-issues-red-notice-for-thai-red-bull-heir#:~:text=Interpol%20has%20issued%20a%20%E2%80%9Cred,and%2Drun%2C%20police%20said.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/04/interpol-issues-red-notice-for-thai-red-bull-heir-over-fatal-hit-and-run-vorayuth-yoovidhya


On October 4, 2020, the Cambodian authorities razed the US-built facility at their largest
naval base in Ream. The Pentagon had raised concern and asked the Cambodian
government for an explanation. According to various media reports, the Cambodian
government had signed a secret deal with China to build a naval base and allow Chinese
troops to station at the naval base. 

The Cambodian government had denied the media reports that it had signed a secret deal
with China and said that the stationing of foreign troops at Cambodian soil is prohibited
under the constitution. The Cambodian authorities had also said that they had moved the
US-built facility to a new location to make way for renovation and expansion of the naval
base. The Paris peace agreement signed in 1991, which had officially ended the Vietnam-
Cambodia war and established the UN peacekeeping mission in Cambodia, had established
friendly ties between western countries and Cambodia. During the early 1990s, many
nations were adopting a democratic model of governance and Cambodia was also
considered to be next in line. But the western democratic illusions were shattered by prime
minister Hun Sen’s ambitions in Cambodia.  

The Hun Sen administration had incrementally gained absolute power by banning
opposition political parties and jailing political opponents on trumped-up charges.
Western countries had put sanctions on the Hun Sen regime officials and stopped the
developmental aid to Cambodia, in order to put pressure on the government. But the
regime survived by developing closer ties with China. Under its Belt and Road flagship
initiative, China has invested heavily in the infrastructural development of Cambodia and
provided millions of dollars in aid. In return, the Cambodian regime supported China in
multilateral forums like the UN and also in the ASEAN forum. During the 2016 ASEAN
summit, Cambodia blocked a joint statement of the group criticizing China’s actions in the
South China Sea. Under the ASEAN Charter, all decisions will be taken by ASEAN after
reaching a consensus among its member states. Even the Trump administration, which
does not take human rights into consideration while deciding foreign policy, criticized the
backsliding of the democratic process in Cambodia. The Hun Sen regime is also paranoid
about an alleged plot by the western powers to remove him from power. In the end, it can
be safely argued that the growing power rivalry between the US and China in the Indo-
Pacific and the western countries’ economic sanctions on Hun Sen regime will further
push Cambodia into China’s arms.

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, nations like Singapore and South Korea have conducted elections, while
some are preparing themselves to conduct elections. And Myanmar is one country which goes to the poll on November
8. This election signifies the country’s path toward democracy. In the 2015 election, many within the Rohingya
community were happy to see the victory of Aung San Suu Kyi as she stood up against the military. But she now
defends the military and its unlawful actions in the country. Moreover, the disenfranchisement of many in the conflict
zones shows that the state is taking away the people’s right to vote.  

Most of the citizens deprived of voting rights reside in areas shattered by armed conflicts. Although the civilian
government supports the idea of a democratic set-up, the military still holds a significant power and would continue to
mold the system to secure its interests. So, it is important that the citizens are well-informed about making a rational
choice while choosing their leaders. But unfortunately, the authorities have restricted access to the conflict areas. The
COVID-19 pandemic has further worsened the situation and created restriction in movement in various parts of the
country. The government has announced journalism as a non-essential profession which has forced many journalists to
stay at home and has created barriers in reporting the election-related events. Not just the media but internet access is
also restricted in parts of Rakhine and Chin states thereby depriving the people of vital information regarding the
candidates and political parties. Currently, there is lack of freedom of expression and movement, misuse of media,
discrimination and unequal access to rights and information guaranteed by democracy. This indicates that the election
which is intended to set up democracy in the country does not have the elements of a free and fair election.

C A M B O D I A N  A U T H O R I T I E S  D E M O L I S H  T H E  U S -

B U I L T  F A C I L I T Y  A T  R E A M  N A V A L  B A S E

Picture Courtesy: Khmer Times
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/14/dont-be-fooled-myanmars-democratic-election-is-sham/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/05/myanmar-election-fundamentally-flawed
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Building upon the success of its previous edition, the second India-ASEAN track 1.5 dialogue on  cyber issues

was held virtually on October 13, 2020. Aptly influenced by the developments of the COVID-19 pandemic,

this year’s theme ‘digitisation’ and ‘cyberisation of engagements’ between the partners, starkly differed from

last year’s theme of ‘Data Governance, Cybersecurity in Asia and Cyber norms forward’. This event was

attended by high-level representatives, think tanks and experts from both sides.

There have been developments on both sides, with the recent ban and increased scrutinization of Chinese

apps and technological products by India following its engagement with the former over border skirmishes,

and also an increased influx and dominance of Chinese digital products and applications in the ASEAN

market. The dialogue underscored the importance over the increasing wary of the threat posed by

technologies toward their national security.

In the inaugural session, the officials categorically acknowledged the increased need to formulate and

implement policies to secure their respective cyber domain from malicious actors, by citing that the South

Asia and South Pacific region have been a victim of the cyberattacks that exploits the economic downturn, and

inducing anxiety in the populace through propaganda, fake news and targeted disinformation. It also noted

that growing threats could be tackled with synchronized cooperation, by capitalizing the already robust India-

ASEAN Strategic Cooperation of July 2020, to strengthen the ASEAN-India cyber and digital cooperation in a

post-COVID-19 era.

Furthermore, in India’s commitment to enhancing its ‘Look East’ policy in the digital sector, it noted the

establishment of Centers of Excellence in Software Development and Training (CESDTs) in Cambodia, Lao

PDR, Myanmar, and Vietnam to enhance digital cooperation. Also, India has funded the ‘Child Online Risks

Awareness Campaign’ and ‘Building Capacity on Digital Public Services Implementation and Cyber Security

for Government Agencies’ as Quick Impact Projects in Cambodia in 2020. Highlighting the dynamics of the

regions’ markets being the largest and also with the fastest rate of adoption of technology in the world, India

called for solidary with collective engagement in borderless cyberspace. While this dialogue signifies the

importance of the region in India’s foreign policy, through efforts to establish a presence in the region

creatively, in order to compensate for the lack of economic hard power, it also showcases the increasing

willingness by both sides to cooperate in newer frontiers.

T H E  I N D I A - A S E A N  T R A C K  1 . 5  D I A L O G U E  O N

C Y B E R  I S S U E S  -  C O V I D  E D I T I O N
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Following the invalidation of China’s claims in the South China Sea in 2016 by the arbitral
tribunal at the Hague, Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte has finally lifted the
moratorium on oil and gas exploration in the South China Sea (SCS) last month (October).
This will restart three projects, including a possible joint exploratory venture with China.
China still adamantly refuses to uphold the arbitration and insists on claiming most of the
SCS as its own. The claim has led to animosity at varying degrees with other Southeast
Asian states - Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam, as well as Taiwan. 

In 2019, Duterte accepted Beijing’s offer of a controlling stake in a joint energy venture in
the SCS, in the event of an international arbitral judgement that went against it. On
October 15, 2020, Philippines Energy Secretary Alfonso Cusi announced the decision to
resume “energy-related activity” which was suspended in 2014 due to territorial disputes.
This latest move comes on the heels of a steady series of negotiations by the two countries,
and Forum Ltd and the China National Offshore Corp. 

President Duterte was initially much more refrained owing to China’s economic and
militaristic dominance in the region. However, growing international pressure on China,
and strengthened by the arbitral ruling, Duterte has become much stronger on his stance
on this issue and both countries have been discussing the best way to exploit these reserves.

On October 13, 2020, opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim met the King of Malaysia to prove
his parliamentary majority to become the next prime minister. The incumbent,
Muhyiddin Yassin, claimed that his government still commands the support of a majority
of the lawmakers in the 222-member parliament. This is the latest attempt by Anwar
Ibrahim to become the prime minister, in his long and controversial career.  

In the 1970s, Anwar was a charismatic firebrand student leader and founded the Malaysia
Islamic Youth Movement. In 1982, he shocked his liberal allies by joining the United
Malays National Organization (UMNO), under the leadership of the then prime minister
Mahathir Muhammad. The gamble paid off, and Anwar quickly climbed the political
ladder to become the successor of Mahathir Mohammed (the titan of Malaysian politics).
But in 1998, he was charged with corruption and sodomy.  In 2005, Anwar was released
from prison and he restarted his political career. In the 2018 election, Mahathir
Mohammed joined hands with former foe Anwar Ibrahim to defeat his former party
under the leadership of prime minister Najib Razak. Under the agreed deal, Mahathir
Mohammed agreed to remain in the post of prime minister for two years and then
handover the post to Anwar Ibrahim.  

In February 2020, the Pakatan Harapan coalition government collapsed after some of its
members left the alliance. The defectors’ leader Muhyiddin Yassin became the new prime
minister after joining hands with opposition parties. But the COVID-19 pandemic,
worsening of economic conditions and the conviction of Najib Razak in the 1MDB scandal
undermined the nascent alliance led by Muhyiddin Yassin.  The UMNO supported the
Muhyiddin Yassin government because it hoped that his government would save its
leaders in 1MDB case. But the conviction of Najib Razak in 1MDB scandal dashed those
hopes and forced UMNO to look for new partners. In recent weeks, according to some
media reports, Anwar’s latest bid to power is supported by members of UMNO party to
save their leaders from jail.  Anwar Ibrahim is joining hands with the UMNO party, against
which he had fought for half of his political life. But if Mahathir Mohammed and Anwar
Ibrahim can join forces to defeat corruption-tainted Najib Razak, then anything can
happen. If the latest bid by Anwar Ibrahim to become prime minister succeeds, then it will
be a major turning point in the Malaysian political history.

O I L  E X P L O R A T I O N  I N  S O U T H  C H I N A  S E A :  T H E

P H I L I P P I N E S  C H A P T E R
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The COVID-19 pandemic has led to another economic bump and policy shift in Southeast
Asia as major oil giants, collectively known as the big oil, are looking for a divestiture plan
as part of their exit strategy from the region. Although the overhaul has been largely
necessitated, as companies and governments across the world are shifting focus on
renewable energy sources, the pandemic has expedited the process. The super majors, also
referred to as big oil, which includes the US-based Exxon Mobil, Chevron, Conoco Phillips
and European companies, BP, Shell, Total, Eni and Equinor have made announcements or
conveyed their intentions to dispose assets of worth US$ 5.7 billion this year in Southeast
Asia in the larger $100 billion divestment scheme. 

It may be seen that the energy transition measures adopted by major oil and gas
companies had moderately begun at the onset of this decade when prices began to slip as
the commodity boom receded. However, in recent times, several other factors have
contributed to the acceleration of the process. It includes growing prominence for
alternative sources of energy production as oil and gas production has led to huge
environmental consequences. To a large extent, the US shale revolution has also altered
the investment focus as companies now consider the US to be a potential market for future
growth.  

Subsequently, government regulations and market conditions have given further impetus
to the transition as competition has been dismantled due to governments taking over
control of the national resources and the falling demand for oil and gas due to the
pandemic. In Indonesia and Malaysia, state-owned companies have increased their role
significantly as authorities refused to extend production sharing agreements and stalled
licenses for exploration and technical studies till next year.  Exiting Southeast Asia and re-
strategizing will allow the big oil to improve their cash flow level, competitiveness and
business model as the energy sector is heading for a spin in the coming decades. The
transition will also substantially reduce emissions and carbon footprint as climate change
takes a central stage in global politics and diplomacy. All in all, this move will lead to
positive changes which will ultimately benefit all stakeholders.

Japan plays an important role in the geopolitical developments of the Southeast Asian region. This fact was reinforced by
the recent visit of Japanese prime minister Yoshihide Suga’s first foreign trip to Vietnam and Indonesia, after assuming
office last month. Suga’s choice of visiting these Southeast Asian countries denotes the significance that the region as a
whole has for Japan. Geographically being a backyard for both China and Japan has made the region important for major
powers to safeguard their interests. His visit to the region comes at a time when China’s aggressive presence is causing
discomfort, and choosing Vietnam and Indonesia as the first states indicates their strategic relevance in this context. 

Vietnam, in particular, has been a vehement opponent of China in its territorial disputes with the country, and on the
other hand, has a profound relationship with Japan in terms of investments garnered over the years. This relationship was
elevated when prime minister Suga agreed “in principle to transfer defence equipment and technology” to Vietnam, and
both he and his Vietnamese counterpart pronounced their cooperation on security issues, including the SCS issue and the
North Korean threat. Moreover, reiterating former prime minister Shinzo Abe’s policy of a free and open Indo-Pacific has
also been a key focus, which also ties in the developments of the recently concluded QUAD meeting in Tokyo. With
Indonesia as well, Japan focused on increasing defense ties and “promote a defence equipment and technology transfer
agreement.” In order to do this, both countries agreed to hold a meeting between the defense and foreign ministers of the
respective countries. Indonesian president Joko Widodo stated that this bilateral tie is vital in an increasingly competitive
environment due to the great power rivalry between the US and China. Indonesia will also receive a loan of $470 million
for medical supplies and other equipments to push Indonesia’s pandemic-stricken economy. These developments would
not only safeguard Japan’s influence in the region but from the perspective of the Southeast Asian countries, these would
ensure a secure environment in the face of a growing multifaceted aggression in the region.

B I G  O I L ’ S  D E P A R T U R E  F R O M  S O U T H E A S T  A S I A :

M O V E S  F O C U S  T O  R E N E W A B L E S

Picture Courtesy: whowhatwhy.org 
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A N D  I N D O N E S I A
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https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/pandemic-shift-to-renewables-speed-up-big-oils-s-e-asia-exit
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/04/a-100-billion-big-oil-divestiture-plan-is-coming.html
https://stratnewsglobal.com/japan-pm-yoshihide-sugas-vietnam-indonesia-visits-critical-counter-to-chinas-aggression-academic-yoichiro-sato/?fbclid=IwAR2tQJ7RfHY7NhhPSBgBQdG30cemAlcHptUakQZWUUdJACU7l49a3Or45a8
https://indianexpress.com/article/world/japans-yoshihide-suga-lands-defense-deal-with-vietnam-amid-china-tension-6788086/lite/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/rest-of-world/japans-pm-yoshihide-suga-arrives-in-indonesia-to-affirm-deeper-ties/articleshow/78764395.cms
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/japan-indonesia-agree-bolster-defense-economic-ties
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/japan-indonesia-agree-bolster-defense-economic-ties


The palm industries of Malaysia and also Indonesia have been routinely imaged as an environmental issue in recent
times. The industry itself has been lucrative and has transformed to being a lifeline to the economies of both the
countries, contributing significantly since these are the second and the largest producers of the product in the world,
which includes providing job opportunity to a majority of its population in millions. However, the politicization of
environment-consciousness has put this industry at the center of the issue. 

It is widely used as a component among various food products, and now categorized as a potential biofuel makes it a
target of international politics. Already, deforestation and routine forest fire have been severely looked upon by its
critics. The latter over the past five years have affected Indonesian areas larger than the Netherlands. The government
maintains that it seeks to achieve a positive solution to tackle the policy highlights that “jobs creation law, … favours
businesses at the expense of the environment.” This has enabled firms to exploit the resources to increase the level of
fires. Additionally, last year, the EU decision to phase out ‘Palm oil’ over health and environmental concerns had itself
landed a WTO dispute by both these countries, underscoring the industry’s importance, as well as the need to not
acknowledge the pitfalls of the product.  

Now, news of banning a major Malaysian palm oil cooperation, FGV, over forced labor practices by the US Customs and
Border Protection agency in October this year has sent ripples of fears among firms in the industry. This comes along
with simultaneous allegations to the Malaysian rubber glove industry on forced labor. In the meantime, the Roundtable
on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) has called on the US government to work on a full risk assessment and has promised to
detain palm oil and palm oil products made by FGV following allegations of forced and child labor. The government, in
general, has been in denial of forced labor.  

But the ban itself has given a reason for concern for Indonesian firms, as they will be further scrutinized on
environmental standards. Such fears can force companies to pivot toward Chinese markets, should it be banned
completely. However, the vested financial investment of the US in the industry could limit this development.
Nevertheless, this incident highlights growing pitfalls within the industry, while on the other hand increasing it as a
biofuel will be beneficial. After these developments, both countries must take concrete steps toward sustainable oil
production that restricts deforestation and values human rights.

M A L A Y S I A N  P A L M  O I L  S A N C T I O N S  B Y  T H E  U S

Picture Courtesy: https://www.aa.com.tr/en 
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https://in.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-environment/nearly-a-third-of-indonesia-forest-fires-are-in-pulp-palm-areas-greenpeace-idINKBN27709Q
https://in.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-environment/nearly-a-third-of-indonesia-forest-fires-are-in-pulp-palm-areas-greenpeace-idINKBN27709Q
https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/Trade/Malaysia-and-Indonesia-to-take-EU-palm-oil-ban-to-WTO
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/us-malaysia-palm-oil-sanctions-worry-indonesian-firms/1993751
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2020/10/02/palm-oil-body-calls-for-full-risk-assessment-of-us-sanctions/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/09/27/asia-pacific/palm-oil-labor-abuses-brands-banks/
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/us-malaysia-palm-oil-sanctions-worry-indonesian-firms/1993751
https://time.com/5895073/us-blocks-palm-oil-malaysia/


The house of representatives of Indonesia passed a new jobs bill in early October this year. The new legislation, an
amendment of more than 70 previously existing laws, promises to effectively boost foreign investment, labor market
competition, and improve ease of doing business by cutting down on red-tapism. However, contrary to its original
intention, the introduction of this law has led to widespread protests in the country, mostly comprising of students and
workers, demanding the abrogation of the “omnibus” jobs creation law.  

Several thousand protestors have taken it to the streets of Indonesia, calling for revocation of the legislation, that has been
widely characterized by the critics as being violative of labor rights and environmental protection laws. The
demonstrations have also witnessed national strikes, whereas the leaders of different unions have publicly denounced the
parliament and president Joko Widodo, who had comfortably won the re-election last year, for promoting this legislative
scheme which is detrimental to the interests of workers and the environment.  

The contention initially arose due to the non-involvement and lack of consultation of the workers, union members and
other stakeholders in the deliberation process while taking into consideration the suggestions of the business community.
Some opponents have called it a mechanism of paying back to the elite class, who helped president Widodo win the
election. Human Rights Watch has indicated that the statute will significantly reduce workers’ protections, including
minimum wage, severance pay, maternity and health and care benefits, among other things. The organization has also
highlighted that the implementation of the law will lead to massive environmental consequences due to a reduction in the
requirements for impact assessment and ease of acquiring land permits.  

With a growing frustration and unrest in the country, it will be very crucial to witness if the ruling government will
reconsider the implementation of the regulation. Even though it may seem that the government is unlikely to reposition
itself on the new legislation, the fight is far from over, as the union confederation has declared that it will go to courts to get
the law invalidated once it comes into effect after the presidential assent.

P R O T E S T S  E R U P T  I N  I N D O N E S I A  O V E R  T H E  N E W

L A B O R  L A W
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https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/15/indonesia-new-law-hurts-workers-indigenous-groups
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/jakarta-governor-anies-baswedan-to-take-protesters-demand-to-repeal-labour-law-to?xtor=CS3-18&utm_source=STiPhone&utm_medium=share&utm_term=2020-10-09+21%3A10%3A02
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/08/world/asia/indonesia-protests-jobs.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/15/indonesia-new-law-hurts-workers-indigenous-groups


Zoom Link: 
https://zoom.us/j/91483894881

Password: CSEAS@1211

YouTube Live: 
https://youtu.be/hGoJSjYVqKs

COORDINATORS:

Avirat Parekh (Research Intern, CSEAS)
+91 9167989709, 18jsia-avirat.p@jgu.edu.in

Dishant Choudhary (Research Intern, CSEAS)
+91 9706383983, 17jgls-dchoudhary@jgu.edy.in

Thursday, November 12, 2020
11:00 AM - 12:30 PM (IST)

A  virtual  discussion on the topic Myanmar's 2020 Election:
The Way Forward chaired by Dr. Nehginpao Kipgen was
successfully concluded on the October 15, 2020.  

Speakers (top to bottom, left to right):

Dr. Min Zaw Oo, Executive Director, Myanmar Institute
for Peace and Security;

Dr. Ashley South, Research Fellow, Centre for Ethnic
Studies and Development, Chiang Mai University;
 
Dr. Nicholas Farrelly, Professor, Head of Social Sciences,
University of Tasmania;
 
Dr. Nehginpao Kipgen, Executive Director, Center for
Southeast Asian Studies & Assistant Dean, Jindal School of
International Affairs;

Dr. Chaw Chaw Sein, Professor, Head of Political Science
& International Relations, University of Yangon; 

Find the detailed report of the discussion held here and the
recording here.

Mark your calendar as Center for
Southeast Asian Studies cordially

invites you to a discussion on 

 Kuki Nationalism And
Political Aspiration

We are awaiting you to join us and
the exciting panel!  

O C T O B E R  H I G H L I G H T :

U P C O M I N G  E V E N T :
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGoJSjYVqKs&feature=youtu.be
https://jgu.edu.in/jsia/a-report-of-discussion-on-myanmars-2020-election-the-way-forward/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zOkiXbzEqCI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2uGVo_7zeDE
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