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 The question now is what should be 
the ASEAN’s next step? There are at 
least three important things to note. 
First, ASEAN needs to strengthen 
its leadership in maintaining their 
central position amidst geopolitics 
and geoeconomics dynamic in Indo-
Pacific. Second, ASEAN should 
further provide a  comprehensive and 
inclusive mechanism to carry out the 
cooperation within AOIP. Last but not 
least, ASEAN needs to expands areas 
of cooperation within the AOIP to not 
only limited to political-security and 
economic areas but also other strategic 
areas such as environment and socio-
cultural. (Faudzan Farhana)                

O
n the case of deadly use of force 
against protesters in Myanmar, 
President Joko Widodo stated his 

concern and called for ASEAN Leaders to 
solve this challenge together so that there 
will be “no more casualties”. Leading the 
consultation in this topic, Jakarta offer to 
be the host of ASEAN’s Special Leaders 
Meeting on Myanmar.

On 24 April, 2021 ASEAN member 
states’ leaders and representatives 
attended the designated meeting, including 
the leader of the Myanmar military junta, 
Min Aung Hlaing. They agreed upon 5 
consensus: to stop violence immediately, 
the start of a constructive dialogue in 
the interests of the Myanmar people, 

deployment of ASEAN’s institutional 
special envoy to facilitate dialogue, 
providing humanitarian assistance, and 
the visit of delegation to meet with all 
interested parties.

The meeting was chaired by Sultan 
Hasanal Bolkiah from Brunei Darussalam 
at the ASEAN Secretariat, Jakarta. Under 
the theme of “We Care, We Prepare, We 
Prosper”, ASEAN is expected to reduce 
the violence in Myanmar that had caused 
at least 4.400 remain in detention and 
many to flee to neighboring countries. 
ASEAN’s ability in managing the situation 
will increase ASEAN’s relevance in the 
region. (Muhammad Akbar)

the problems in Myanmar which seem 
to test ASEAN’s capacity and relevance 
in playing its central role in the region, 
the AOIP has proven capable of 
encouraging other countries to join 
in and support ASEAN’s ideas and 
roles. The emphasis given by ASEAN in 
cooperation and inclusiveness within 
the AOIP allows its partner countries 
to develop their own concepts based 
on their common interests. It is not 
surprising then that after France, the 
EU and Germany have also joined in 
compiling the Indo-Pacific concept that 
is in line with what ASEAN has offered.

I
t has been two years since the 
ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific 
(AOIP) was agreed upon by the ten 

ASEAN member states at the Senior 
Officials Meeting (SOM) in Bangkok, 
Thailand. This document outlines 
the ASEAN concepts and strategies 
among the various concepts expressed 
previously by other countries such as 
Japan, India, the US and Australia. It 
shows that ASEAN wishes to continue 
to play a central role in the evolving 
regional architecture in Southeast Asia 
as well as its surrounding regions.

Apart from the challenges that arise 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic and also 
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T
he answer from question above situates on 
multiple dimensions but this article underlines 
two current issues: US-China rivalry and Myanmar 

coup 2021. For ASEAN, ignoring and doing nothing while 
these things happen is not an option. How ASEAN behave 
towards every challenge will affect its political role in 
both intra member states and larger Indo-Pacific region. 
The role of ASEAN to response both challenges should be 
rooted in ASEAN Charters and commitments.

On US-China rivalry, the grouping inclusively not to 
choose one side to another, rather build cooperation to all 
dialogue partners. The AOIP itself addresses the concern of 
ASEAN in delivering peace, security, stability, and prosperity 
for whole community. These goals must be placed as 
common interest among states in the Indo-Pacific region as 
well. 

In the context of ASEAN’s relations and cooperation 
with China, ASEAN heavily concerned in strengthening free 
trade, investment and enhancing regional connectivity made 
by Leaders at the 23rd ASEAN-China Summit in 2020. On 
the other hand, ASEAN’s relation and cooperation with US 
ensures norms and international rules-based order, freedom 
of navigation at sea from any harms and open conflict in 
order to boost trade and sea-line activities. Further, Quad 
(Australia, India, Japan, and the US) Leader’s Virtual Meeting 
on 21st March, have a solid voice “to support ASEAN’s unity 

and centrality as well as AOIP.” Such recognition is a proof 
of ASEAN relevance in managing great powers rivalry in the 
region. 

For the second case, it has been more than a month since 
ASEAN Leaders’ Meeting on 24 April to manage political 
crisis in Myanmar. ASEAN and international society still wait 
the Junta/Tatmadaw to follow five-point consensus; ending 
violence, open dialogue, allow ASEAN-Secretariat as assistance 
of mediation, AHA Centre would involve, and open Myanmar’s 
door. Sadly, this Myanmar coup threatening ASEAN unity 
since ASEAN member states not in a solid voice. Meanwhile, 
economic sanction by international community will lead to 
more destructive outcomes for people in Myanmar. ASEAN 
should not let Tatmadaw using “ASEAN’s non-interference 
principle” while destroying Myanmar’s other commitments 
in ASEAN Charters. Therefore, an active engagement with 
Junta as well as civil society is important to enhance ASEAN 
diplomatic “wait and see” strategy. 

Both cases are in line with Chairman’s Statement on 
the ASEAN Leaders’ Meeting, 24 April, that stressed “the 
importance of further strengthening ASEAN centrality and 
unity in our engagement with ASEAN’s external partners 
through ASEAN-led mechanisms in order to build mutual trust 
and confidence as well as to reinforce an open, transparent, 
inclusive, and rules-based regional architecture with ASEAN at 
the centre.” (Pandu Prayoga)

Why ASEAN Countries Should Keep                         
the Grouping’s Relevance?

N
early five years ago, the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration had dismissed China’s claims in the 
South China Sea (SCS), but China’s rejection of the 

ruling and their assertive activities in the SCS making the 
dispute remains unresolved. The SCS continues to witness 
the tension between China and ASEAN’s members who 
involved in the dispute, as well as the competition between 
China and the US. Even during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
China has continuously conducted naval exercises and 
patrols in the SCS, while the US has also increased its naval 
presence in the region. On the other hand, the unresolved 
dispute also leads the illegal fishing problems among China, 
the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia.

To manage the unresolved dispute, ASEAN and China 
are already involved in a prolonged negotiation process to 
discuss the Code of Conduct (CoC) in the SCS. After a long 
consultation and negotiation process, a framework of the 
CoC was agreed in 2018, followed by the first reading of 
the CoC draft in June 2019. Although there is no specific 
target for the implementation of the CoC, Indonesian 
Foreign Minister, Retno Marsudi, determined that the 

CoC was expected to be completed in 2021. Given the current 
development, in which China’s behaviour remains aggressive, it 
seems unrealistic to expect the CoC to be completed and signed 
before the deadline. 

On the other hand, the Indo-Pacific narrative has become 
increasingly attractive for regional and external actors. The US, 
Australia, Japan, India, and European nations became interested 
and vocal about their Indo-Pacific strategies. In the document 
of the US Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific, which 
was made public in January 2021, the framework is centred 
around re-calibrating the US policies to compete with China. 
As mentioned above, the military competition between China 
and the US in the SCS is bound to increase, and strategic rivalry 
between the two will become a critical factor that might lead the 
SCS condition to the rocky path. While China is utilizing military 
measures to control the SCS, the US through its Free and Open 
Indo-Pacific Strategy (FOIP) framework, intends to drive ASEAN 
countries to hesitantly favour one side in the US and China 
rivalry. Therefore, ASEAN should ensure their centrality in the 
issues of the SCS within the cooperation framework of the AOIP. 
(Hayati Nufus)

The Dynamic of the South China Sea                                                     
and the Indo-Pacific Narrative
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S-China relation is one of the 

most prominent features in global 

politics. In the midst of global 

pandemic and continuing great power 

competition, the changing administration 

in US plays a key role in determining the 

future of international affairs.

US foreign policy under Trump has been 

characterized as incoherent and inward-

looking. The tension of US-China relations 

has escalated and experienced the worst 

extremes. In the context of Indo-Pacific, 

Trump passed the FOIP strategy that 

reaffirmed US containment against China 

in the region.

The inauguration of Joe Biden as the 

US President raises hopes that US foreign 

policy will be more rational and return to 

multilateralism. In the Interim National 

Security Guidance, Biden highlights 

US national interest that focuses on 

global reengagement and US leadership 

through US-led liberal international order. 

Biden has started to solidify its relations 

with the Quad to gain supports for its 

leadership in Indo-Pacific. 

Biden’s strategy towards China remains 

characterized by confrontational tone, 

similar to Trump’s competitive approach. 

During his early 100 days, Biden remains 

imposing Trump’s trade restrictions 

towards China. We may expect a tougher 

approach days ahead as Biden commits 

to compete China’s dominance on IT and 

continues to condemn China’s human 

rights issues. The heated debate between 

US and China in Alaska Meeting and 

the UN Security Council event during 

recent global crises demonstrates the 

continuing rivalry due to the fundamental 

disagreement about US-led rule-

based order and China’s aspiration on 

international governance. Biden may 

depart from aggressive bilateral trade war, 

but he possibly designs a more systemic 

confrontational approach backed up by 

US allies.

From assessing Biden’s foreign policy 

and its approach to China, we can predict 

the implication of continuing US-China 

Rivalry in Indo-Pacific.  US’ execution 

of FOIP emphasizes its supports for 

allies to encounter China’s assertive 

behaviors. If Biden eventually decides to 

rejoin Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 

(CPTPP) then it will intensify US presence 

in global economy governance and its 

readiness to compete against BRI. Biden’s 

repeated blame on human rights abuses 

in Taiwan, Hongkong, and Xinjiang has 

been perceived by China as improper 

interference on China’s internal affairs. 

The conflicts may escalate if Biden 

determines to impose stricter sanctions to 

control China’s actions. 

The development of conflicting 

situation may have implication on the 

divide within Indo-Pacific, especially 

ASEAN, as some countries in the region 

tend to lean towards one or another side. 

This situation can be counterproductive 

for ASEAN which supposedly plays central 

role in maintaining stability in the Indo-

Pacific. Nevertheless, both US and China 

are strategic partners for Indo-Pacific 

countries. Other countries in the Indo-

Pacific should work together to maintain 

multipolarity, thus China-US relations can 

be envisaged to be a more constructive 

competition. (Mario S Ramadhan and 

Rizka F Prabaningtyas)
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ACTIVITIES

BOOK RESUME

T
his year, both team under the ASEAN Research 
Group (ARG) are conducting National Research 
Priorities under the title of “Strengthening 

Indonesia’s Regional and Global Role”. Within this 
framework, ASEAN research team has conducted 
interviews with Permanent Representatives of Indonesia, 
Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia to ASEAN as part of their 
study on the “Strategy for strengthening ASEAN’s role in 
the Indo-Pacific.” The team explored about how far the 
AOIP impacted international and regional level from each 
countries perspective. The team then measures the impact 
of AOIP to formulate a strategy for strengthening ASEAN’s 
role in the Indo-Pacific.

Meanwhile, the Border research team is examining the 
possibilities of using cross-border activities in managing 
conflict in the South China Sea. Therefore, the team has 
carried out field research on April 7-16, 2021 in Riau Islands 
adjacent to the disputed area. The team mapped cross-
border activities in four major areas: political-security, 
economy, socio-culture, as well as marine and fisheries. 

Both teams also received an award from LIPI Press for 
their publication entitled “50 Years of ASEAN : Dynamics 
and Challenges Ahead” and “Building Cross-border 
Connectivity: Subregional Cooperation among Indonesia, 

Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, and Philippines.” This award is 
under the local knowledge acquisition program hold by LIPI 
Press in 2021. (Anta Maulana Nasution)

C
onnectivity is a key element in 
building a competitive and resilient 
regional community, as stated in 

the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 
(MPAC). This can be achieved through 
the synergy of ASEAN and subregional 
cooperation in Southeast Asia. This 
book discusses the role of 3 subregional 
initiatives - IMT-GT, BIMP-EAGA, and GMS 
- in building ASEAN internal connectivity; 
as well as two other initiatives - TIA-GT 
and MSG - in helping Indonesia to build 
connectivity with other regions. At the 
regional level, subregional cooperation has 
played a role in operationalizing the MPAC 
grand strategy into programs and projects 
in smaller subregional areas. For Indonesia, 
subregional cooperation has stimulated 
economic development and growth, 
especially in border areas. However, this 
role is more pronounced in the western 
and central region than in the eastern 

Enhancing Cross-Border Connectivity  
through Subregional Economic Cooperation

region. This book suggests the importance of 
strengthening engagement and coordination 
among actors at the regional, subregional, 
national and subnational levels.

This research-based book succeeds in 
providing a detailed description of each 
subregional cooperation’s contribution in 
increasing physical, institutional, and people-
to-people connectivity. This book also presents 
a new perspective in International Relations 
because it emphasizes the importance of 
subnational actors in certain international 
cooperation practices. In other words, the 
state is not seen as unitary actors, so that 
the positions and policies adopted by the 
state in subregional cooperation must also 
accommodate a bottom up approach. However, 
this book still does not provide a ready-to-
use strategy to form a comprehensive and 
integrative regional connectivity. (Sandy Nur 
Ikfal Raharjo)
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