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in East Asia had also been premised on its 
economic role as a driver of demand. But it is 
leaving that role as a standard-setting nation 
and “driver of liberalization … against the 
backdrop of a shrinking relative economic 
role overall” (Feigenbaum, 2020). 

ASEAN anticipate Joe Biden to reverse this 
shrinking economic trend in East Asia and 
restore the U.S. role as driver of economic 
liberalization. ASEAN may also expect Biden 
to react positively to China, the region’s 
biggest trading partner, trying to turn a 
strategic threat into an asset by publicly 
stating it wants to join the Comprehensive 
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP), as joining it is a “now 
or never issue for China” (SCMP, 2020). 
The ASEAN-RCEP is but a small scheme in 
Beijing’s larger quest to connect its economy 
with the rest of the world. (CPF Luhulima)

R
egional Corporation Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) was signed by 

ASEAN members, South Korea, 

Japan, China, New Zealand, and Australia 

after eight years of negotiation. The 4th 

RCEP Summit held virtually on November 

15th, 2020 which marks economic and 

political milestone for East Asia regionalism. 

The agreement covers big size market and 

almost reaches one third of world’s GDP. 

All parties agree to reduce tariff and quota 

barriers above 65% in trade and provide 

common rules to provide an investment 

friendly environment. Therefore, President 

Joko Widodo hopes the deal can be a 

solution for regional post-pandemic 

COVID-19 economic recovery. However, 

political commitment and cooperation 

among countries is required to bounce back 

economy including jobs creation.

Initially, RCEP was initiated by Indonesia 

in 2011, followed by negotiations in 2013 

led by Director-General of Indonesia’s 

Ministry of Trade, Iman Pambagyo. RCEP 

can be perceived as a window opportunity 

for all parties to enhance their relationship 

despite their concern on borders dispute 

and competition. Regardless the trust 

deficit that haunts China, Japan, Korea’s 

relationship, ASEAN once again have to 

play its role as a bridge-builder through the 

RCEP. (Pandu Prayoga)

issues facing the region and the world, 
creating a forum for all nations with a 
stake in the Indo-Pacific to listen, learn, 
and develop solutions to common 
challenges through strategic dialogue 
(US Mission to ASEAN, 2017).

The crucial question for ASEAN 
is whether it can continue being a 
fulcrum for the wider Indo-Pacific 
architecture and keep the U.S. engaged 
in the region increasingly dominated by 
the China-U.S. strategic rivalry in the 
South China Sea. 

Commercially, by lowering trade 
costs in East Asia, ASEAN’s Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(ASEAN-RCEP) is expected to 
accelerate the decoupling of the East 
Asian and U.S. economies. U.S. power 

J
oe Biden’s essay in Foreign Affairs 
promises that “the Biden foreign 
policy agenda will place the United 

States back at the head of the table.” 
American foreign policy focus will 
continue to shift towards the Indo-Pacific, 
strengthening the “pivot to Asia” foreign 
policy.

At ASEAN’s East Asia summit, however, 
the US had never sought a seat at the 
head of the table. It sought a “seat at 
the table,” as ASEAN is recognized as 
“a fulcrum for the region’s emerging 
regional architecture, … indispensable on 
a host of political, economic, and strategic 
matters” in the Asia Pacific (Hillary 
Clinton, 2010). Even for Donald Trump, 
ASEAN brought together a vital assembly 
of nations to build consensus on critical 
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ARTICLE

A
s 2020 reaching to its end, the Covid-19 pandemic, 

which World Health organization declared as Public 

Health Emergency of International Concern back in 

January 30, has yet to be over. This pandemic has brought many 

countries to difficulities they are unfamiliar with as it is not only 

a health issue but also security, economic and social issue. With 

such scale, cooperation among states is urgently needed to 

ensure they can held back the severity of this pandemic as well 

as share short and long term solution to deal with this pandemic.

Realizing the need for cooperation, ASEAN has made 

several arrangement in halting the severity of this pandemic. 

Internally, ten of ASEAN member states have made a pledge on 

Declaration of the Special Summit on Coronavirus Disease 2019 

(Covid-19) as a result from Special ASEAN Summit on Covid 19 

held via Video Conference on 14 April 2020. Further, ASEAN 

also held special meetings with its partner countries such as 

China, United States, Australia, Japan, and Rusia.

The arrangement made with the US has a significant point to 

be noted as there will be administration change from President 

Donald Trump to the President-elect Joe Biden. It is important 

to highlight, regardless of how Covid-19 dealt with nationally 

by President Trump, the US is rather prompt in making 

international commitment in dealing with the situation. As with 

ASEAN, there was the Special ASEAN-United States Foreign 

Ministers’ Meeting on Covid-19 back in April 23, 2020.  From 

the Co-Chairs’ statement of that event, it can be found that the 

US have been giving assistance to ASEAN member states as well 

as trainings of medical and health professionals. 

In Biden’s administration, such cooperation can be predicted to 

grow stronger based on two reason. First, Biden’s primary focus 

will be terminating Covid-19. This intention is clearly mentioned 

in his victory speech that even reparation of economy cannot 

be started without have the pandemic under control. Second, 

Biden understood that diplomacy and cooperation are 

important keys to be kept and nurtured. As he pointed out in his 

writtings published in Foreign Affairs (March/April 2020), “The 

Biden foreign policy agenda will place the United States back 

at the head of the table, in a position to work with its allies and 

partners to mobilize collective action on global threats.”

With new administration and its commitment, it is hoped 

ASEAN-US can make significant progress in terminating 

Covid-19. Also, it is important to remember that as both are 

major players in setting global values and norms, ASEAN and US 

can initiate better understanding on handling global scale health 

issue. (Khanisa)

US-ASEAN Cooperation on Responding Covid-19 Pandemic                       
under Biden Administration
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Indo-Pacific in President Biden Era:                                                            
Change to Semi-Containment or Cooperation Policy ?

will remain opposed to China’s unilateral claims in the South 

China Sea, but not as confrontational as in President Trump’s 

administration.

On trade issues, previously the United States and China were 

involved in a trade war. The US imposes high tariffs on Chinese 

products. Now, Biden would like to negotiate the high tariffs 

policy with China. Biden administration will also re-enter the 

Paris Agreement and lead a major diplomatic push to raise the 

ambitions of countries’ climate targets (joebiden.com, 2020).

On handling Covid-19, the US previously show reluctance to 

cooperate with World Health Organization. However, Biden 

express his willingness to cooperate globally and strengthen US 

role in handling the Covid-19 pandemic. Two days after being 

declared winners of the US election, Biden-Harris released a 

COVID-19 advisory board that consists of prominent biomedical 

and public-health experts who will assist the administrator in 

the fight against Covid-19 (Nasir, 2020). US support for global 

cooperation is also required to end the pandemic situation as 

the pandemic has seriously threatened the safety of mankind. 

(Siswanto)

F
ormer Indonesian Foreign Minister, Marti Natalegawa 

interpreted the Indo-Pacific as a wide agreement to build 

friendship and cooperation. The Indo-Pacific is expected 

to become a forum for inclusive cooperation between countries 

in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. However, Indo-Pacific is also a 

phenomenon of competition between America and China.

The Indo-Pacific under Biden administration is predicted to be 

different than the Trump administration. In the Trump era, Indo-

Pacific was interpreted as a containment policy towards China. 

On the other hand, Biden’s interpretation of the Indo-Pacific will 

depend on issues, which at this moment will focus on political-

security and trade as well as Covid-19 issues.

On political security issues, Trump uses the Indo-Pacific as a 

containment policy towards China, especially in the context 

of the South China Seas issue. As a global power, the United 

States wants to maintain its influence in the region. Whoever 

the President is, America will prevent China’s assertiveness 

in the South China Sea. Therefore, the Biden administration is 

predicted to use the Indo-Pacific as a semi-containment policy, 

not moved too far from President Trump’s policies. Biden 
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ARTICLE

T
he defeat of President Donald 
Trump in the US 2020 presidential 
election has generally been greeted 

with a collective sigh of relief, including in 
South East Asia, as Trump’s “America First” 
foreign policy has been too disruptive to 
the rules-based international order based 
on multilateralism. There is a general 
expectation that the incoming Biden 
administration will likely follow a similar 
pattern to that under President Obama.  
The Obama administration was a strong 
supporter of multilateralism, prioritised 
diplomacy as the primary tool of US 
foreign policy, and carried out cooperation 
with allies and partners to tackle common 
challenges.

Since the end of the Vietnam War, the 
South East Asian region has not been a 
top priority in the US foreign and defence 
policy, unlike North East Asia. The US 
policy towards South East Asia is mostly 
seen to be a function of its policy towards 
China.  China’s growing influence in the 
region had prompted Obama to strengthen 
its relations with allies and partners in 
South East Asia and to pay more attention 
to ASEAN.  In a 2016 article after leaving 
office Biden wrote that the incoming 
Trump administration needed to continue 
working with ASEAN to advance a rules-
based international order as well as 
manage the US relations with China in 
which competition and cooperation could 
co-exist (Biden, 2016).  American attitude 
towards China has hardened considerably 
in recent years following China’s 
economic rise perceived to be based on 
unfair practices, and China’s increasingly 
assertive foreign policy under President Xi 
Jinping, which threaten the US domestic 
interests as well as its international 
position as the preeminent power. 

The US has lost its preeminent status 
in the region to China.  A recent survey 
conducted by ASEAN Studies Centre, 
ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute in 2020 
showed that China is seen to be the most 
influential economic power in South East 
Asia by 79.2 % of ASEAN respondents, 
while the US trails far behind at 7.9%. 
China is also regarded to have the most 
political and strategic influence by 52.2% 
ASEAN respondents, followed by the 
US at 26.7%. While the overwhelming 
majority of ASEAN respondents are 
worried about China’s growing political 
and economic influence, only 34.9% 
viewed the US as a reliable strategic 
partner. The US declining influence in 
South East Asia has been exacerbated 
by the Trump’s administration decreased 
engagement with the region compared to 
the Obama presidency.

Most South East Asian countries and 
ASEAN as a regional organisation do not 
want to take side in the US-China rivalry, 
but instead wish to engage both countries 
equally while ensuring ASEAN centrality.  
The Biden presidency is expected to 
restore the US engagement with ASEAN 
and the South East Asian region as a 
whole to the level of the Obama period.  
Given the diversity among the ASEAN 
member-states, however, Biden’s focus on 
revitalising democracy will likely receive 
a mixed reception, and lack of interest if 
the value-oriented policy is specifically 
aimed against China (Biden, 2020). 
Moreover, the US has an uphill struggle to 
compete with China in providing foreign 
direct investment for infrastructure 
development, which has led to many 
ASEAN countries to welcome China’s 
Belt and Road Initiatives. (Dewi Fortuna 
Anwar)

US Policy on South East Asia                          
under the Biden Presidency
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ACTIVITIES

BOOK RESUME

F
rom June to December, ASEAN Research Group 
(ARG) has conducted several activities. On 25 
September, we discussed a book titled “Border 

Cooperation between Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand: a 
Prospect on Building Maritime Connectivity” in which, 
Dra. Awani Irwati, MA, representing the team, and Ir. 
Netty Muharni, MURP from Coordinating Ministry for 
Economic Affairs discuss about connectivity development 
in IMT-GT. In correlation with this topic, Sandy Nur Ikfal 
Raharjo, S.IP, one of ARG member, participated in the 26th 
IMT-GT Ministerial Meeting on 26 November 2020. In 
the forum, he suggested that archipelagic 
provinces in Sumatra (Riau Islands and 
Bangka Belitung) should be included 
in the economic corridor linked to the 
eastern Malaysia and southern Thailand. 
On 29 September, another book titled 
“Portrait of Indonesian Foreign Policy in 
the Reform Era” was discussed by Hamdan 
Basyar, M.Si, Dr. Siswanto, and Drs. 
Agus R. Rahman, MM and moderated by                                                         
Lidya C. Sinaga, MA.

On 20 October, ARG invited Dr. Mahmud Syaltout of 
ANP-Insight to discuss about Social Network Analysis on 
International Relation studies. From the discussion it is 
found that Singapore, Phillipines, and Brunei are among the 
countries who have close relations with US, while Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and Laos are the countries who have close 
relations with China. These findings highlight the fact that 
ASEAN-US-China relations in the future will be influenced 
by such dynamics. Reaffirm that ASEAN Centrality should 
serve as the instrument to ensure ASEAN role as the driving 
force of the region. (Muhammad Akbar)

Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Border Cooperation :                          
Prospect for maritime connectivity building

A
SEAN connectivity underpin 

Indonesia’s connectivity 

development to its 

neighbouring countries. Therefore, 

Indonesia develop a cooperation with 

Thailand and Malaysia, mainly to boost 

interconnectivity in the west part of 

Indonesia. This cooperation known as 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand Growth 

Triangle (IMT-GT), a form of subregional 

cooperation in ASEAN which aims 

to be “engine of growth” for ASEAN 

connectivity. 

Positioning the private sector as the 

main drivers, IMT-GT encourages 

economic growth of member countries. 

One of its cooperation focus is to build 
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economic corridors that will provide not 

only economic but also social cultures 

and education opportunities for the 

community. This book peruse economic 

corridors that has been built trough IMT-

GT since 2012-2016. It is also explore 

connectivity in three cities (Medan, Aceh, 

Sabang) which have strategic position 

to expand Indonesia’s connectivity 

with neighbouring countries. Based on 

research conducted in 2016, the book 

provides comprehensive analysis on 

how border cooperation in IMT-GT also 

enhance maritime connectivity among the 

three countries. Therefore, anyone who 

interested on this topic will find this book 

useful. (Anta Maulana Nasution)
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