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In this edition, we are happy to present you an interview with Dr. Prashanth
Parameswaran, a fellow with the Wilson Center’s Asia Program, where he produces
analysis on Southeast Asian political and security issues, Asian defense affairs, and
U.S. foreign policy in the Asia-Pacific. Since its inception in 2016, the core
objective of NKCSEAS has been bridging Southeast Asia with the rest of the world
through teaching, research and publication. 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 including from
institutions and organizations interested in establishing a partnership with us.
Sincerely,
Team NKCSEAS

01

SSA | ISSUE 10

ASEAN AND THE MYANMAR MILITARY
COUP: A DISCUSSION WITH DR. PRASHANTH
PARAMESWARAN
Dr. Prashanth Parameswaran is a fellow with the Wilson Center’s Asia Program, where he produces
analysis on Southeast Asian political and security issues, Asian defense affairs, and U.S. foreign policy
in the Asia-Pacific. In this issue, we have Shivangi Dikshit, Research Analyst at NKCSEAS, in
conversation with Dr. Prashanth Parameshwaran on ASEAN and the Myanmar Military Coup.

Picture Courtesy: Dr. Prashanth Parameshwaran

What is your assessment of ASEAN's reaction to Myanmar's Military Coup? Why is there
a split in reactions among the member-states?
ASEAN's reaction is still playing out and has been mixed so far. There have been some
incremental steps taken, such as the convening of a summit-level meeting to discuss the
issue, the adoption of a five-point consensus, and statements sent by individual Southeast
Asian states on the coup and the humanitarian consequences. At the same time, ASEAN has
not yet taken some of the more forward-leaning measures related to pressuring the junta
and directly questioning its legitimacy given the challenges some of the other members of
the bloc have faced on this score and the fact that the institution operates by consensus.
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Splits in reactions among member states is a consistent feature of ASEAN diplomacy given the
vast diversity of the region and the fact that it operates by consensus, and this has gotten more
challenging once ASEAN expanded to include more countries in the 1990s, including
Myanmar which joined only in 1997, thirty years after the grouping was originally founded.
ASEAN was designed this way by its founders so as to not exclude the views of individual
member states and also to ensure that power remained vested in individual countries rather
than in a regional institution. The result is a push and pull dynamic between individual
member states on more controversial issues.
Why was ASEAN criticized after the Special Summit? Where did it fail to answer the
demands of Myanmar citizens and the international community?
ASEAN has been criticized by some for not taking a stronger and more united position on the
coup. Some of that criticism is fair given the seriousness of the coup, its implications for
Myanmar, and the potential for negative consequences for Southeast Asia as a region as we
have seen in previous periods where the country has been unstable. But some of it also expects
too much of ASEAN given what and where it is and misses the reality that any response it takes
will be limited by its institutional constraints and the realities of the situation in Myanmar,
where the institution has some leverage but not enough to directly shape outcomes firmly and
quickly.
The biggest gulf between the expected response from ASEAN from more forward-leaning
members in the international community and the institution’s actual actions to date is on
regime legitimacy and pressuring the junta.
As the crises escalate in Myanmar, there will be spillover effects on other Southeast Asian
countries. Is there is a mechanism within ASEAN to tackle the spillover effects, or will each
member have an individual policy?
An escalating crisis in Myanmar could have serious spillover effects on other countries in the
region, whether it be the potential uptick in illicit activity and transnational crimes, the
rebalancing of Naypyidaw’s external relationships even further away from Western countries
and towards others like China and Russia, or the reputational damage ASEAN would incur
from an exposure of its limitations in resolving a major international issue involving one of its
member states.
There are a mix of mechanisms available to manage these spillover effects that individual
Southeast Asian states can use themselves as well as in cooperation with others and within the
ASEAN framework. Some of these effects are not new since ASEAN has seen them in past, and
we can expect a mix of unilateral, bilateral, minilateral and multilateral approaches to
addressing them.
What are the expectations of ASEAN from the International Community? What kind of
support do they need?
The expectations of ASEAN tend to be different depending on the perspective in question, but
in general, it involves at the very least addressing the humanitarian situation as well as the
legitimacy deficit that the junta is seen to be facing following the coup. Individual Southeast
Asian states understand that ASEAN will likely need help in various levels if the situation in
Myanmar does not improve anytime soon, be it in terms of aid or leverage for diplomatic
talks.
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There has been a rise in authoritarianism and threat to democracy in Southeast Asia in recent
years. Why is ASEAN failing to prevent such developments?
Democracy in a contemporary sense is quite new to Southeast Asia and took off in the 1980s
and 1990s: most of its members still have challenges on this score to some degree and we have
tended to see ebbs and flows in its development within individual countries rather than linear
progress. In recent years, we have seen a period of what I’ve called democratic discontent –
which includes not just troubled transitions in Myanmar or Malaysia, but also authoritarian
resurgence in Cambodia and Thailand and concerns about rollback and erosion in the
Philippines and Indonesia.
ASEAN is a regional institution operating in an environment with a spectrum of regime types
– including absolute monarchy, military juntas and everything in between. ASEAN advances
priorities such as cooperation, integration and peace and stability, and while it has taken some
steps in the direction of greater respect for rights through new inroads such as the ASEAN
Charter, it does not directly play a role in promoting specific regime types.
The ASEAN Charter lays down several principles, including non-interference, consensus-based
decision, protecting human rights and promoting democracy. But we see some principles get
preference over others. Why does this happen?
The gaps between what the ASEAN Charter, signed in 2007, says and how the grouping
operates are part of a broader challenge of implementing what Southeast Asian states have
already agreed to. As that has continued to take shape, we have seen an imbalance between
some principles over others in line with various dynamics including the balance of power
among Southeast Asian states and the internal and external issues they confront.
Does ASEAN’s current framework need to change?
What are your suggestions? The core challenge with respect to changing ASEAN’s current
framework is that while there are a number of good ideas that have been floated and debated
over the past few years, some of the more far-reaching proposals are not within the comfort of
all its members. The most critical structural issue is finding more flexible ways of adhering to
consensus while also speeding up how ASEAN’s membership – which is larger and more
diverse than when it was founded – can respond to wide-ranging challenges and fulfil the
added responsibilities it has taken on over the years, including its role as a shaper of regional
institutionalism in the AsiaPacific region.
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INCREASING COVID-19 CASES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
- Ishita Dutta

Picture Courtesy: The Japan Times

The COVID-19 cases are surging in Southeast Asia, the lack of healthcare services in the countries is leading to
panic. In 2020, the coronavirus pandemic was well managed by the Southeast Asian countries, the early public
health measures prevented the spread of the virus in the region. The second wave in the region has adversely
affected healthcare, the worrying signs indicate a healthcare disaster in the recent months. The initial symptoms
creep the disastrous second wave across Asia. Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore have seen a drastic
increase in COVID-19 cases since March 2021, the drastic surge threatens the security and threatens the
underfunded healthcare system.
Brunei has successfully curbed the spread of the virus with vaccination programs and strict lockdowns in 2020 with
235 cases and no reported death. Cambodia has reported very few COVID cases and with slow yet effective
regulations, the country has successfully secured vaccines to roll out in the country with 24,157 cases and 460
deaths. Indonesia has experienced the most COVID-19 cases in Southeast Asia. Indonesia started the vaccination
rollout in mid-January but the cases in the country are rising, as there are 1,764,644 cases and 5,746 deaths. Laos
being a small country in Southeast Asia has reported minimum cases and the first death after over a year into the
pandemic, it has successfully contained the virus due to its sparse population, but the rate of new cases has been
increasing in the country since April 2021 with 1,763 cases and twenty-six deaths. Malaysia has seen an increase in
COVID-19 cases since April 2021 and has been imposing precautionary lockdowns since the start of the pandemic
to curb the virus, the political transition in the country has worsened the situation with 498,795 cases and 6,493
deaths. Myanmar has seen an acceleration of cases in the last few months due to the political turmoil in the country
along with an underdeveloped healthcare system with 143,183 cases and twenty-four deaths. The testing system
along with the poor vaccination program is adversely affecting Myanmar. The Philippines is the second-largest
impacted country after Indonesia in Southeast Asia. The Philippines has seen adverse protests and rising cases in
2021 with 1,171,403 cases and 6,248 deaths. Singapore initially managed to curb the virus but is now seeing an
increase in cases due to the new COVID-19 variant. The new travel ban, and widespread prevention guideline will
help the country in curbing the virus which the country now has 61,770 cases and forty deaths. Timor-Leste, which
strictly enforced guidelines and declared health emergency in the country has successfully curbed the virus with
5,287 cases and 166 deaths. Thailand has been adversely affected by the virus with protests since 2020, the country
has also been the worst economically impacted by the virus with 123,066 cases and 3,481 deaths. Vietnam is the
region’s success with limited cases and the rapid lockdown has helped the country with 4,941 cases and 132 deaths.
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OF LIABILITY SHIELDS AND A RAGING PANDEMIC
- Shubh Sahai

Picture Courtesy: Reuters

The COVID-19 virus is raging throughout Southeast Asia with countries like the Philippines and Indonesia
grappling against high infection rates and depleting medical resources. Moreover, with Southeast Asia’s major
trading partner India going through the second wave of COVID-19, neighbouring nations are dreading a
similar mutation within their borders. With the possibilities of the virus mutating, Southeast Asia’s path to
normalcy passes through large-scale vaccination.
However, a specific hindrance in the large-scale vaccination of the populations are absolute liability shields of
pharmaceutical companies in regard to vaccinations. Almost all private pharmaceutical companies (Moderna
and Pfizer included) are insisting on indemnity covers from possible side effects of vaccinations. It means if
any vaccine taker suffers damage to their health that is attributable to the vaccination, the company cannot be
challenged in a court of law and is also not liable to pay any damages. However, as seen in the case of India
such a blanket shield is not acceptable to governments as it immunizes foreign companies to domestic
compliance standards and reduces the company’s incentives to follow safe practices which dilutes safeguards
followed in the entire sector. Several developed countries such as the U.S., U.K. and Canada have agreed to at
least partial transferring of liability from the manufactures to the government. In fact, wealthy countries in
Southeast Asia such as Singapore could accelerate high quality vaccination programs because firms like Pfizer
were given both early approval as well as protection from liabilities back in December 2020. Though this
strategy of transferring potential liabilities to taxpayer money proves effective for resource rich countries, it
carries little application in the developing countries of Southeast Asia.
A marginal improvement to the situation is the decentralization of the vaccination process. It means that
private entities, organizations, and individuals who are willing to take vaccines and give up the right to sue in
case of side effects can enter private arrangements for the same. Both Thailand and India have followed such
a policy, but the policy is not very effective as private companies have insisted on only dealing with national
governments. Further it means state governments and smaller governing bodies will have limited utility in
procuring vaccinations.
Therefore, the most plausible route for Southeast Asia is to negotiate partial liability covers with
pharmaceutical giants and with tariff relaxations and long-term trade incentives. With its advantages in labour
and non-saturated markets, Southeast Asia is a pie which will only get bigger and prospects of an early buy
into Southeast Asian markets would certainly make a case for private companies to accept diluted indemnity
covers in the short-run.
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CAMBODIA’S VACCINATION PROGRAM RECEIVES
$11M FROM THE US
- Rhea Rayidi

Picture Courtesy: USAID

Cambodia’s Coronavirus vaccination program has been presented with $11 million in funding by
the United States, which has already provided close to $4 billion to fund the global initiative by
Courtesy:
Sun Daily
the World Health Organisation (WHO). The funding given to Cambodia will Picture
power
theTheplan
to

“vaccinate about 10 million citizens out of a population of 16 million by the end of the year”, by
securing vaccinations via the Covax facility which is being coordinated by the WHO. Cambodia
already received funding from other nations, with around $20 million pledged by Australia
through the Covax facility to support the country’s vaccination program. “500,000 doses of
Sinovac vaccine” were also acquired and arrived on May 16.
“Close cooperation between the country’s Health Ministry and the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention in the US was key to curbing the pandemic”, Prak Sokhonn, the Foreign Minister
of Cambodia declared while expressing gratitude to W. Patrick Murphy, the U.S Ambassador to
Cambodia.
This funding has been crucial to Cambodia due to their third community outbreak, in which
“23,282 coronavirus cases, 14,955 recoveries and 159 deaths” were confirmed, as of February 20.
Strict lockdown protocols have been implemented. It is said the ones bearing the brunt of this
wave are the “impoverished Vietnamese living along Cambodia’s eastern frontier”. Thankfully,
they are “receiving aid and food packages through their embassy in Phnom Penh”, the capital of
Cambodia.
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VIETNAM IN TALKS WITH THE RUSSIAN
GOVERNMENT TO PRODUCE SPUTNIK V COVID-19
VACCINE LOCALLY
- Vikas Nagal

On May 22 ,local media in Vietnam reported that Vietnam’s health ministry is in talks with Russia to produce
Sputnik V Covid-19 vaccine shots locally. The report also said that Vietnam is also in talks to buy Russian-made
Sputnik V Covid-19 vaccines for domestic use.
In the recent weeks, the rising number of Covid-19 cases in the country threatens to erode the credibility the
government earned by successfully containing the spread of Covid-19 cases. The lack of vaccinations is also a
major challenge for the Communist party-led Government in Vietnam.
Till date, Vietnam’s health ministry has approved the AstraZeneca and Sputnik V vaccines under the emergency
use authorization for the Covid-19 pandemic. But the vaccination rate in the country is similar to countries like
India and far behind the leaders (like Israel, UAE, UK, etc.) in this vaccination race.
Another major problem for Vietnamese officials is the public anger against the Chinese-made Covid-19 vaccines.
In recent weeks, health officials in Vietnam asked Russia, India, and China to help in their vaccine supplies. But,
the public opinion is against the use of Chinese-made Covid-19 vaccines.
The WHO had granted the emergency use authorization to the Covid-19 vaccine made by the Chinese company
Sinopharm. But still, the prevalent anti-Chinese feeling prevents the health officials in Vietnam from approving
the Chinese-made Covid-19 vaccines in their country.
Till date, many Southeast Asian countries like Thailand, Cambodia, Myanmar, etc. have approved the Chinesemade Covid-19 vaccines in their country. Vietnam is the only country in the Southeast Asian region that has not
approved any Chinese-made Covid-19 vaccines. Vaccine nationalism in Western countries has provided a golden
opportunity for China to enhance its soft power by supplying Covid-19 vaccines to developing countries,
especially in the Southeast Asian region.
The rising number of Coivd-19 cases across Southeast Asia and lack of options available in the international
market may force the most anti-Chinese country (i.e., Vietnam) in the Southeast Asian region to seek dragon’s
help.

Picture Courtesy: VnExpress International
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GROWING ECONOMIC CRISIS DURING THE
PANDEMIC IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
-Ishita Dutta

Picture Courtesy: Brookings Institution

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit countries economically across the world, Southeast Asia being highly
dependent on tourism has had adverse effects on their economy. The worst hit countries will require 10-20
years to return to normal. The surging cases and new variants are worsening the economic crisis. The poor
healthcare system and natural disasters contribute to the economic downfall. The lockdowns have further
deteriorated the situation with closed borders and travel bans. The vaccination rollout is also slow in most
countries resulting in a protracted pandemic. The spreading pandemic in 2021 is resulting in a global economic
crisis for Southeast Asia. The expected impact of the virus will be greater than the 1997-98 economic crisis.
ASEAN is better prepared for the economic impact, but COVID-19 will have a much more drastic impact on the
countries will prolonged impact in the future. Myanmar with political turmoil, protests and lack of testing
facilities has been drastically impacted. The economic forecast comes with a large dependence on China for
economic support. The income per capita in the ASEAN-5 economies (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines,
Thailand, and Vietnam) will still be 6% lower in 2024 as forecasted by the international monetary fund. The
unemployment rate will increase and GDP growth will decrease in the future.
While Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines have been harshly hit, Vietnam has been a key example in controlling
the spread of the virus. The quick response to the pandemic by Singapore and Vietnam can result in reopening
of the economy soon. The Philippines has been economically worst hit with a deteriorating healthcare system
due to the pandemic. Indonesia on the other hand has better protected the economy but has been adversely
affected with the COVID spread. The new variants found in India and Singapore are expected to increase the
impact of the virus and further impact the economy in the coming years.
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POSSIBLE DISSOLUTION OF MYANMAR’S
NATIONAL LEAGUE FOR DEMOCRACY (NLD)
- Sanjana Dhar

Picture Courtesy: South China Morning Post

On May 21, in a meeting held by the junta appointed Union Election Commission, the chairman said that it
would “consider dissolving Aung San Suu Kyi’s former ruling party for alleged involvement in electoral fraud
and having its leaders charged with treason.” This comes as the military increases its stronghold since
overthrowing the government on February 1, 2021.
Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD party came to power in 2015 with a landslide win, and won a second term after
elections in November 2020. However, the results have been contested by the military on the grounds that the
NLD has committed “terrible frauds in the voters list”. These allegations have been dismissed by a variety of
observers and the previous Election Commission as well. Regardless of there being no substantial findings of
voter fraud, the military is going forward with its narrative and the current Election Commission’s investigation
will be completed and will show that the NLD “had illegally worked with the government to give itself an
advantage at the polls.”
The meeting was organized to primarily discuss the military’s plans to change the electoral system from first
past the post to proportional representation system. The subsequent announcement regarding the dissolution
of NLD has been said by the spokesman and Minister of the underground National Unity Government, to be an
“undemocratic attempt to prolong military rule in defiance of the people”.
Since the formation of the NLD in 1988, the party has been an opponent of military rule and has also been able
to win whichever elections it was allowed to contest, indicating the peoples' will to have democracy in the
country. After Aung San Suu Kyi came to power in 2015, the will of the people was heard for the first time, with
a continuation for democracy expressed by the people again in November 2020. But, if the military moves
forward with dissolving the NLD, then it will be a huge setback for the people demanding democracy in
Myanmar. It now remains to see what the Union Election Commission’s investigation report finds, and what the
agency considers for the future of the NLD party.
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SUU KYI APPEARS IN PERSON IN COURT FOR THE
FIRST TIME SINCE THE MILITARY COUP
- Vikas Nagal

Picture Courtesy: Al Jazeera

On May 24, Myanmar’s ousted civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi had attended a court hearing in person, her
first since the military junta seized power in the bloodless coup on February 1, 2021. Since the military junta
coup, Suu Kyi was not allowed to meet with anyone and is also banned from travelling outside of the country.
During the in-person court hearing, Suu Kyi also met with her legal team to discuss her line of defense.
Myanmar’s military junta had filed a number of cases against her, ranging from illegally possessing walkietalkie radio to violating the official secrets act, for which she can face prison time up to 14 years.
The ousted leader was considered an icon of the democracy movement in Myanmar and won the noble peace
prize. But her support for the military junta during the Rohingya genocide in 2016 made her a pariah among
the defenders of human rights around the world. In November 2020, her party National League for
Democracy (NLD) won the elections with an overwhelming majority. But after the elections, the military junta
refused to acknowledge the election results and alleged that the NLD party indulged in massive election fraud.
But the military junta failed to show any smoking gun. More importantly, Myanmar’s election commission
said that the allegations of voter fraud have no solid basis.
After the coup, the military junta placed Suu Kyi and many other prominent NLD leaders under house arrest.
The international community including ASEAN member states called upon the military junta to release Suu
Kyi. But to date, despite international pressure and rising violence at home, the military junta refused to
release her.
Myanmar is on the brink of civil war and the fate of Suu Kyi is increasingly becoming uncertain. Myanmar is
going through its worst time since its independence from the Britishers in 1948.
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SINGAPORE COULD INTRODUCE AN AMICABLE
DIVORCE MAKING THE ENTIRE PROCESS LESS
ACRIMONIOUS
- Harsh Mahaseth

The Government of Singapore is considering the introduction of an option to allow couples to divorce through
amicable means. This new process could be opted for without citing any fault in the marriage, such as irretrievable
breakdown of marriage proved through adultery, unreasonable behaviour, desertion, or separation. If such a step
is taken and the Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF) enacts such a law, this could lead to making the
entire divorce process a bit less hostile or harsh.
The Minister of State for Social and Family Development, Sun Xueling, spoke about the new model and how
under it, the couple can jointly file for divorce without the need for one person to be the plaintiff and one to be
the defendant, which generally set them up in an adversarial relationship. While this new “amicable divorce”
option will be introduced, the current safeguards will still be in place, including the rule for the couple to be
married for at least three years before they can file for divorce.
Lawyer Ivan Cheong said that the concept of an "amicable divorce" option could be very significant as it would
mark a transition to a truly 'no fault' basis divorce.” Fei Yue Community Services deputy executive director Arthur
Ling said a more amicable split is vital to help parents cooperate in their parenting roles post-divorce. However,
by making the divorce process easy does not mean that the value of marriage is being diminished. Mr. Ling states,
"It's not about minimizing the value of marriage. Rather, in a divorce where the children are in pain, how can we
make the process (more) amicable?" In 2019, only 200 out of 6700 children who were part of their parents getting
divorced accessed child support programmes from the Divorce Support Specialist Agencies. This is less than 3% of
the total number.
One primary concern for the couple was to cite a fault in the marriage. Through these interactions, the MSF
sought to enhance support for couples and for children and reduce acrimony in the divorce process for couples
who agree on the divorce. The MSF brought up reforms such as having all parents with children under the age of
21 attend a compulsory consultation session, the Mandatory Parenting Programme, provide for mediation to help
couples reach an agreement, and the concept of “amicable divorce”.
The MSF has called the current proposal “exploratory”, and they are waiting for the public feedback to see what
the public think of this. They seek feedback to reduce the acrimony of the process and support those undergoing
divorce and their children. You can give your views and opinion by going to MSF's website at
https://go.gov.sg/divorcesupportconsultation Or you can send an e-mail with your views and opinion to
PublicFeedback@msf.gov.sg until June 3, 2021.

Picture Courtesy: TODAY Online
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CAMBODIA AND SINGAPORE REAFFIRM
COMMITMENT TO FORTIFY RELATIONS
- Rhea Rayidi

Picture Courtesy: Khmer Post Asia

Cambodia and Singapore have taken a step to further solidify the cooperation and strong ties that their
countries have—with Ms. Teo Lay Cheng, the recently officiated Singaporean Ambassador to Cambodia
making a call to Pan Sorasak, Cambodia’s Minister of Commerce. The countries specifically focused on
expanding their ties within the trade sector, by enhancing their synergy towards both regional and bilateral
trade.
Cambodia’s trade ministry has been following through with an attempt to promote the country’s
geographically attained perils by carrying out an elevated endorsement of their nationally recognized goods
and services. The ministry is specifically hopeful about “the potential of Cambodian agricultural products such
as mango, banana, Pailin longan, Kampot pepper, durian, coconut, dragon fruit and milled rice”, as Sorasak
outlined on the call. The Minister added on, stating that trade in ASEAN could be further improved if the
import of these products is supported by Singaporean corporations.
The Minister also requested Ambassador Cheng to “share good practices in food street arrangement as an
initiative to develop micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) as well as people’s income sources”.
Sorasak, who is also the Chairman of the National Committee on Intellectual Property Rights, alluded to the
protection of intellectual property rights in Cambodia, in relation to the amelioration of the business
environment and business practices carried in Cambodia. For the amelioration, the Minister stated that the
committee has “reinforced legal practices, particularly the protection of trademarks and trade names of large
foreign companies in Cambodia”. The mention was a bid for Ambassador Cheng to observe the improvements
in the business environment.
Ambassador Cheng conveyed her encouragement towards “Cambodia’s role as the ASEAN Chair and Host of
ASEAN Summits and Related Meetings in 2022, stressing that Singapore will continue its cooperation with
Cambodia as a close friend”.
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INCREASING TENSIONS IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA
- Shubh Sahai

Picture Courtesy: Council on Foreign Relations

China has been continuously expanding in the South China Sea (SCS). It claims the region as its sovereign
territory and has regularly harvested it for both economic and geo-strategic incentives. This claim is
contested by Brunei, Vietnam, Malaysia, Philippines, and Indonesia at the regional level and by United States
(U.S.) and the NATO member at a global level who maintain that SCS is a global trade passage situated in
international waters on which no individual country can claim exclusive rights.
In accordance with its foreign policy, the U.S. has been conducting regular maritime exercises in the region
since January 2021. As of April 2021, the 7th fleet of the U.S. navy was joined by the Philippines and Japanese
national defense forces to resist China’s expansionary activities in the region. In May 2021, China expelled
USS Curtis Wilbur (a guided missile destroyer) from the waters surrounding the Paracel Islands which it
claims to be its sovereign territory.
Picture Courtesy: The Sun Daily

Following this escalation, was a statement from Chinese People's Liberation Army's Southern Theatre
Command which accused the U.S. of increasing regional security risks and causing misunderstandings and
accidents at sea. The U.S. 7th fleet maintained that USS Curtis Wilbur did not illegally intrude in the
sovereign waters of China and that all ships of the fleet were always in international waters while they
conducted their operations.
Moreover, the U.S. claimed a right to innocent passage under international customary law since it refuses to
recognize SCS as China’s territory. Further as decided by the permanent court of arbitration in the
Philippines vs China (PCA Case No.2013 – 19), the Paracel Islands and the majority of SCS is not China’s
sovereign territory. Hence, this will attract obligations under international law thereby making military
action on passerby vessels illegal.
Simultaneously brewing is also the Chinese conflict with the Philippines. Hundreds of Chinese vessels have
recently entered the Philippines’ 200-mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). While the Philippines claims
that the boats have armed militia onboard, China argues that the boats are merely sheltering from bad
weather. Since Philippines lacks military might to engage the PLA like the United States, President Duterte
has called for amicable and candid talks under the 2016 Philippines-China bilateral consultation mechanism.
China’s activities in May 2021 have made it amply clear that there exists no simple solution for the crisis in
the SCS as the dragon’s appetite for imperialism goes beyond the Paracel Islands, even if it comes at the
perils of engaging with the U.S.
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IN THE NEWS: OUR TEAM DURING THE MONTH OF
MAY
COVID-19 Testing Scam Hits Indonesian Airport
Harsh Mahaseth, Research Analyst, writing for The Diplomat
Link -https://thediplomat.com/2021/05/covid-19-testing-scam-hits-indonesian-airport/
Several employees from Indonesia’s state-owned pharmaceutical company Kimia Farma have been
arrested for allegedly washing and reselling COVID-19 nasal swab test kits. The COVID-19 testing scam at
the Kualanamu International Airport in Medan, North Sumatra, Indonesia has resulted in those involved
gaining as much as $125,000 from washing and reusing nasal test swabs.
The New Variant And Worrying Asian Countries
Ishita Dutta, Research Intern, writing for The Diplomatist
Link- https://diplomatist.com/2021/05/15/the-new-variant-and-worrying-asian-countries/
The double mutant variant has started to affect the Southeast Asian countries, many countries closing
borders to safeguard the outbreak. The outbreak will impact the Island countries harshly due to limited
healthcare resources.
Is the "ASEAN way" effective in dealing with the Coup d'état in Myanmar?
Shivangi Dikshit, Research Analyst, writing for the Usanas Foundation
Link-https://usanasfoundation.com/is-the-asean-way-effective-in-dealing-with-the-coup-detatinmyanmar
Since the Myanmar Military Coup, ASEAN has come forward to boost conversations among the disputed
parties in Myanmar with the expectations that such negotiations will restore stability in the country, but
it fails to present an effective collective response.
Was Malaysia right to deport asylum-seekers to Myanmar?
Harsh Mahaseth, Research Analyst, writing for The Malaysian Insight
Link- https://www.themalaysianinsight.com/s/314344
Malaysia repatriated 1,086 Myanmar nationals on three navy ships sent by Myanmar. The deportation
took place as the COVID-19 pandemic severely hurt the job prospects of migrants in Malaysia, effectively
turning many documented workers into undocumented and potentially subject to immigration
enforcement measures.
European Union Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific and the Role for India
Shivangi Dikshit, Research Analyst, writing for Modern Diplomacy
Link-https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/05/25/european-union-strategy-for-cooperation-in-theindopacific-and-the-role-for-india/
On April 16, 2021, EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific was launched to allow EU members to
have a greater presence in the Indo-Pacific. This policy will provide the EU to secure its interests in the
region. India, a crucial partner of the EU, has a significant role to play in making the EU strategy a
success.
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