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Greetings...

In this edition, we are happy to present you a conversation with Dr. Emma Palmer,
Lecturer at the Griffith Law School, on ‘The ICC and the Probe into the Duterte’s
War on Drugs’. Since its inception in 2016, the core objective of CSEAS 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 institutions and organizations interested in
establishing partnership with us.

I hope you enjoy reading the snippets.

Sincerely,
Dr. Nehginpao Kipgen



 THE ICC AND THE PROBE INTO THE
DUTERTE'S WAR ON DRUGS: QUOTES FROM

DR. EMMA PALMER
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In  the previous newsletter, Vikas Nagal, research assistant at CSEAS, had written about the International Criminal
Court (ICC) Chief Prosecutor Fatou Bensouda and that she has to decide whether to open an investigation into the
alleged crime against humanity committed by the Duterte administration in the Philippines. It can potentially lead
to the trial and conviction of President Rodrigo Duterte and other senior officials.  To understand more on the
issue, Harsh Mahaseth, research analyst at CSEAS, had a brief conversation with Dr. Emma Palmer, Lecturer at the
Griffith Law School, who has published two books - ‘Adapting International Criminal Justice in Southeast Asia:
Beyond the International Criminal Court’, and with Sarah Williams and Hannah Woolaver, ‘The Amicus Curiae in
International Criminal Justice’.
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Since 2018, the ICC has received multiple complaints by Philippine-based human rights activists and
legislators about the Filipino president’s human rights record, including tens of thousands of alleged
extrajudicial killings of suspected drug users, dealers and criminals in the past four years. How has all of
this information played a role in the current investigation? 

As you note, there have been reports of multiple complaints being submitted to the ICC prosecutor, and
you can see from the prosecutor’s statements and reports on preliminary examinations that these have
been considered - both in her decision to open a “preliminary examination” of the situation, and in the
prosecutor’s ongoing work as part of that process. The prosecutor is also able to seek additional
information from other reliable sources, to analyze how serious the information about potential crimes
might be [Art 15(2) RS].

It is clear that the prosecutor has been seeking information - both about the crimes, which the prosecutor
says could be considered crimes against humanity, and about investigations and various proceedings
taking place nationally involving Philippine authorities. 

https://jgu.s3.ap-south-1.amazonaws.com/jsia/Snippets+of+Southeast+Asia%2C+Issue+5%2C+December+2020.pdf
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.icc-cpi.int%2FPages%2Fitem.aspx%3Fname%3D180208-otp-stat&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504498153%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=KYCPVHPtwPqAg44Bcn8e0FegIrH8yUQRkL8rPhvvjF0%3D&reserved=0
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So, all of that information you mention, but also additional information, will be playing a role in the
decision as to whether to open a formal investigation.

A December 2019 to February 2020 survey conducted by the State’s Dangerous Drugs Board reportedly
found that the number of illegal drug users had fallen to 1.67 million from an initial estimate of between
4 to 8 million at the start of Duterte’s term in mid-2016. The survey also showed that around half of
Filipinos “strongly agree” with the government’s anti-drug campaign, according to the board’s chairman
Catalino Cuy. Separate opinion surveys also show that as many as 9 out of ten Filipinos oppose
extrajudicial killings and want drug suspects kept alive. What do you think of this public perception, and
is there any way the ICC has been trying to enlighten them regarding their position?

I am not from the Philippines but agree with your assessment that there is research demonstrating that
the anti-drug policy is popular, though there are those who oppose the way it has been implemented,
specifically extrajudicial killings. I don't work at the ICC, but as has been widely reported, the
prosecutor’s recent report concluded that the prosecutor is satisfied that there is a reasonable basis to
believe that crimes against humanity including murder, torture and other inhumane acts were
committed, and she has made other public statements about the situation in the past. 

It also seems that the prosecutor has been attempting to engage with a range of so-called “stakeholders”
in the Philippines on various matters about the case. It does not seem that the court has undertaken any
overly public widespread public relations exercise at this stage. That is normal and arguably appropriate
since they are still deciding whether or not to request the opening of a formal investigation. Of course,
that means that there has been a lot of space for authorities to portray the ICC in a negative light,
though again that is to be expected.

What has been ASEAN response to the ICC’s actions? 

This is an interesting question. As an institution, ASEAN has traditionally been fairly quiet about the
ICC, though early on there were indications that it supported its work in combatting impunity. I don’t
think there has been, and actually would not expect, any public overt response from ASEAN on this
topic and certainly not to support the work of the ICC in relation to the Philippines. 

 
Why is there a low reception of the ICC in Southeast Asia? Is there a certain ambivalence of these
countries toward the ICC or international criminal justice? 

This is a big question and there are multiple reasons. My research (see my book) suggests that there is
not necessarily ambivalence toward ending or even prosecuting atrocities - most agree that serious
crimes committed around the world require some kind of response. However, there are questions about
whether ICC or international prosecutions are the best avenue in all cases, even though the ICC also
does have a lot of support from some human rights groups. The reasons are different in different places
and keep changing, but include some concern about the ICC’s impact upon sovereignty and
interference in domestic affairs (possibly related to the post-colonial context found in Southeast Asia),
different governmental priorities, influential militaries, and preferences in some quarters for other
forms of transitional justice.

https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.aljazeera.com%2Fnews%2F2020%2F12%2F15%2Ficc-reasonable-basis-of-crimes-against-humanity-under-duterte&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504508144%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=ZMlEL641jVYfZRDfOQJgFbgh37Ae5k5jVMT2RwUlDQ4%3D&reserved=0
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.icc-cpi.int%2FPages%2Fitem.aspx%3Fname%3D2020-otp-rep-PE&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504508144%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=godUaPq%2FZGmKDtjH%2FTc1MiT19N2%2F1qcwxrx9%2BJwVyzo%3D&reserved=0
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fasean.org%2Fjoint-co-chairmen-s-statement-of-the%2F%3Fhighlight%3Dinternational%2520criminal%2520court&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504518139%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=TFk7MksjLQFAcb4bE8inYZJhREo00kJyNyyaCSHEsFg%3D&reserved=0
https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cambridge.org%2Fcore%2Fbooks%2Fadapting-international-criminal-justice-in-southeast-asia%2F94D3EA3ADF2801D796364C18744F189D&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504528133%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=0ATjZhbD3KNDIZmZexxrDAf80STRNzouTnD8z2znukc%3D&reserved=0


Other important issues: 

The next steps: The prosecutor is now in the final stages of deciding whether or not to request the ICC’s
Pre-Trial Chamber (judges) to authorize it to commence a formal investigation. That investigation
would go beyond the current examination. The most recent report concludes that the prosecutor
believes there is a reasonable basis to believe that crimes within the jurisdiction of the court have been
committed. However, it is not absolutely clear that they have concluded that any cases would be
“admissible” at the ICC - because the Philippines is or has been unwilling or unable genuinely to carry
out investigations or prosecutions, and the crimes are of sufficient “gravity.” Still, on my reading of the
report, the office is not convinced that there are sufficient genuine national criminal investigations in
the Philippines to block further ICC attention.

Jurisdiction: The Philippines of course withdrew from the Rome Statute in March 2018, effective one
year later in March 2019, and argues that the ICC does not have jurisdiction in this case. The prosecutor
clearly takes the opposing view [drawn from article 127 of the Rome Statute and an earlier Pre-Trial
Chamber decision about Burundi’s withdrawal] that the ICC still has jurisdiction for crimes committed
up until 17 March 2019. This is something a Pre-Trial Chamber would need to consider when deciding
whether or not to authorize any investigation, even if the prosecutor does decide to request one and
there are some different legal views about this.
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https://apc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.icc-cpi.int%2FCourtRecords%2FCR2017_06720.PDF&data=04%7C01%7Chmahaseth%40jgu.edu.in%7Cb610ad9a11844e44283408d8c1e22ef0%7Cc7e79b9dece941338743b6cad26c574f%7C0%7C0%7C637472524504528133%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=TyAbcS5Adq2Xt9IKwbRd8fxusXutwUdw0p%2F01LCKI4g%3D&reserved=0


Vietnam drew the world’s attention when it sentenced three freelance journalists on January 5 - ranging

from 11 and 15 years in prison - for their criticism of the government. The constitution of Vietnam says

to protect “freedom of opinion and speech, freedom of the press, access to information, to assemble,

form associations and hold demonstrations.” But the government does not tolerate criticism of any sort.

The police arrest individuals and groups promoting democracy and using online platforms to propagate

their views for anti-state activities.

Hanoi is set to host the 13th National Congress of the Communist Party from January 25 to February 2,

2021. In this, officials will lay out new plans and decide on the politburo, the party’s leadership, the

leader of the national assembly, as well as the country’s president and prime minister. Since the past few

months, the government has cracked down on those who are critical of the state. This has raised

questions from several human rights observers and lawmakers whether Vietnam is violating the trade

agreements it had signed which contributed to Vietnam’s economic rise. Its trade partner like the

European Union (EU) has raised concerns over the human rights violations and has even expressed

considering total or partial suspension of trade agreements if such human rights abuses continue. 

This internal control of the Communist Party can be a serious concern for Vietnam in the future as it

directly questions the government’s integrity. As the chair of ASEAN, Vietnam also represents the

association, and such human rights violations tarnish the reputation of the regional bloc. Hanoi also

wants to win the support of countries in and outside the Indo-Pacific against the Chinese maritime

agendas in the South China Sea (SCS). But the government’s actions can potentially disrupt the country

from receiving all the support it needs. The new United States (US) administration is expected to

advocate for human rights, and for Vietnam to have Washington by its side, it needs to respect and

improve its human rights standing. Moreover, Vietnam is an emerging power in Southeast Asia and

should set a good example to its regional and international partners.

-Shivangi Dikshit
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VIETNAM: CRACKDOWN BEFORE THE 13TH PARTY
CONGRESS

Picture Courtesy:  VN Explorer 

https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-vietnam-politics-dissent/vietnam-steps-up-chilling-crackdown-on-dissent-ahead-of-key-communist-party-congress-idUKKBN29P0AS
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/talkingturkey/leadership-watch-why-vietnams-upcoming-13th-party-congress-plays-an-important-role-in-determining-east-asias-future-trends/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/22/vietnam-crackdown-ahead-party-congress
https://vnexplorer.net/vietnams-13th-national-party-congress-to-open-on-january-25-februrary-2-a2020100923.html
https://vnexplorer.net/vietnams-13th-national-party-congress-to-open-on-january-25-februrary-2-a2020100923.html
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-Sanjana Dhar

Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, completed his tour of four Southeast Asian countries on January 16,

2021. The countries he visited this time were Myanmar, Brunei, Indonesia and the Philippines. These four

countries hold strategic importance for China; Myanmar is the incoming country coordinator for China-

ASEAN relations and co-chair of the negotiations over the Code of Conduct (COC) in the SCS; Brunei is the

incoming chair of ASEAN; Indonesia is the largest economy in the region and the de facto leader of the

region; and the Philippines, which is the outgoing country coordinator of China-ASEAN relations and co-

chair of the negotiations over the COC and a US treaty ally, has a president who is a China supporter.

The tour’s purpose was to ensure cooperation over the coronavirus pandemic and to distribute Chinese-

made vaccines in the region. Multiple arrangements are already in place for Southeast Asian countries to

receive Chinese vaccines, and more were agreed upon during this trip. Additionally, numerous bilateral and

Belt & Road projects were discussed and advanced. This trip also came when the US underwent a domestic

crisis and a change in administration. The Southeast Asian region’s importance is as significant as ever, with

the China-US rivalry escalating in recent months. It is clear that China tried to ensure its influence on the

countries in its neighborhood by advancing its health diplomacy and also economic recovery agendas,

resulting from the damage caused by the pandemic.

Previously, Wang Yi also toured Cambodia, Malaysia, Laos, Thailand and Singapore in October 2020.

Having a look at the countries toured, it evidently points out to the fact that Vietnam was not on the list.

Observers say that “Wang skipping Vietnam lays bare the growing antagonism and tensions between the old

Communist allies over their South China Sea dispute, which have been compounded by the U.S. factor and

uncertainties over internal power politics in Hanoi.” The bilateral economic ties are ever-growing between

China and Vietnam, but the geopolitical divide is increasing, with Vietnam seeking to engage with other

countries including the US, Japan and India. However, it remains to be seen if high-level bilateral

interactions between China and Vietnam are in the books after the upcoming change in administration in

Vietnam. At the moment, country-to-country relations of the other nine Southeast Asian states and China

have been active.

CHINESE FOREIGN MINISTER’S TOUR OF SOUTHEAST
ASIAN COUNTRIES
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https://asiatimes.com/2021/01/china-eyes-the-big-picture-on-south-east-asia-tour/
https://asiatimes.com/2021/01/china-eyes-the-big-picture-on-south-east-asia-tour/
https://asiatimes.com/2021/01/china-eyes-the-big-picture-on-south-east-asia-tour/
https://asiatimes.com/2021/01/china-eyes-the-big-picture-on-south-east-asia-tour/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-foreign-minister-wang-yis-mini-2021-asean-tour-highlights/
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/chinas-foreign-minister-wang-yis-mini-2021-asean-tour-highlights/
https://www.thestar.com.my/aseanplus/aseanplus-news/2020/10/13/wang-yi039s-trip-to-south-east-asia-to-further-enhance-china-asean-ties-anti-pandemic-cooperation
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3118023/vietnams-omission-chinese-foreign-ministers-southeast-asia
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3118023/vietnams-omission-chinese-foreign-ministers-southeast-asia
https://www.samaa.tv/news/2018/09/chinese-foreign-minister-becomes-third-official-to-visit-pakistan-in-10-days/


Picture Courtesy: The Sun Daily

- Rhea Rayidi

Picture Courtesy: South China Morning Post

On November 12 ,2020, Thai officials claimed to have seized almost $1 billion worth of ketamine. This,

unfortunately, turned out to be trisodium phosphate, a mainstream cleaning agent that  turned purple in

the drug reaction test, the way that Ketamine would- causing a misinterpretation. Only 1.2 grams of

ketamine ended up being found in the operation.  

However, the bust did not prove to be one among a wolf’s cries after all. Thailand has now become a

‘transit hub’ for ketamine that is transported to Malaysia and Hong Kong, by gangs in China and Taiwan.

This revelation was deduced after the confiscation of almost 15 kilograms of ketamine and 30 kilograms

of methamphetamine. The variation of ketamine discovered was termed as ‘powdered milk ketamine’ or

‘k-powdered milk’ or ‘k-nom pong’, a drug cocktail that consists of ketamine, heroin,

methamphetamine, ice, ramelteon (a common sleeping pill), sodium pentothal, pancuronium bromide

and potassium chloride. This variation is said to be deadly, having taken seven people’s lives in Bangkok.

Two individuals were taken into custody in correlation to the deaths: Noppakao Obthom, 26 for

narcotics possession and Chatree Srisombat, 19, for selling narcotics. 

The Office of the Narcotics Control Board (ONCB) of Thailand has taken the initiative to collaborate

with narcotics control agencies in other countries, making an observation that the hubs for production

are vastly spread out in Myanmar, China and India. 

Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha suggested that “As long as there is a demand for drugs, someone will

attempt to smuggle and/or produce them” and that the only method to stop the trade of narcotics is by

ending the demand for illegal narcotics. Citizens are urged to report illegal and suspicious activities to

the authorities.
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          KETAMINE RE-EMERGES IN THAILAND

Picture Courtesy:  BBC

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55067876
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55067876
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55067876
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2049879/thailand-seen-as-ketamine-transit-hub
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2050495/police-seek-clues-on-k-powdered-milk-makers
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2050495/police-seek-clues-on-k-powdered-milk-makers
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2050495/police-seek-clues-on-k-powdered-milk-makers
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55067876
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On January 9, 2021, the entire aviation community suffered a setback after Sriwijaya Air flight 182

crashed into the Java sea, minutes after it departed from Jakarta’s Soekarno-Hatta International Airport

for Pontianak. The crash resulted in 62 deaths and as tragic as it was, the crash cannot be viewed as an

isolated incident. Indonesia has one of the world’s lowest flight safety standards and is the most unsafe

place in Asia to take a flight with 104 accidents and 2,353 related fatalities. Indonesia has consistently

struggled with poor maintenance, irregular pilots, and mechanical failures in the past. 

The fundamental issues that compel Indonesia into a poor aviation safety culture are its general

outlook toward ferry and transportation deaths which are viewed as unavoidable. The domestic

aviation market in Indonesia is trying to fulfil the ever-growing demands of a developing country.

Further, as Indonesia comprises of over 6,000 inhabited islands, affordable air travel is a necessity.

This necessity is complicated by regular thunderstorms and ash from volcanic eruptions to which the

archipelago is extremely prone. Indonesian regulators are trying to achieve flight safety cultures in

short spans, which normally takes mature markets decades to create.

 

The EU banned Indonesian air carriers from 2007 to 2018 for reasons of deteriorating oversight and

poor maintenance. The US reduced Indonesia’s safety evaluation to category 2 (meaning regulation is

unsatisfactory) from 2007 to 2016 and it was only after consistent efforts from Indonesian operators

that the United Nations (UN) aviation agency awarded Indonesia a favorable evaluation in 2018.

However, the events of January 9 may incentivize the UN regulators to revisit the evaluation. 

There are two grave implications resulting from such an operations ban. First, the country would lose

revenue earned in tourism as international tourists from destinations like EU or US would only access

non-Indonesian air operators. This would also impact the flow of goods and services as Indonesian

domestic operators would not be allowed to carry cargo destined for destinations outside of Indonesia.

All export/import would be pegged upon international carriers. The second implication would be that

many Indonesian domestic operators would lose incentives to develop safety measures in the short

run. The last international operations ban lasted for over eight years. In a longer period, small

operators might repurpose themselves solely for domestic destinations and reject sustainable safety

practices and technological innovation to avoid costs and international oversight. Therefore, a ban

might be counter-productive and could contribute to a culture of irresponsible aviation in the

domestic sector. Whatever the case may be, the stern challenge of Indonesia’s poor flight safety record

needs firm redressal and would be an important part of Joko Widodo’s agenda and legacy.
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- Shubh Sahai
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INDONESIA’S POOR FLIGHT SAFETY RECORD

Picture Courtesy:  Scroll.in

https://www.financialexpress.com/photos/business-gallery/2168935/why-indonesia-is-the-most-dangerous-place-to-fly-in-asia-take-a-look-at-reasons/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/indonesias-sriwijaya-flew-old-planes-neglected-routes-to-become-no-3-carrier-101610437630626.html#:~:text=world%20news-,Indonesia's%20Sriwijaya%20flew%20old%20planes%2C%20neglected%20routes%20to%20become%20No,77%20remaining%20in%20service%20globally.&text=Starting%20with%20just%20one%20plane,has%20become%20the%20country's%20No.
https://www.insurancejournal.com/news/international/2021/01/11/596964.htm
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/heres-why-indonesia-is-the-worst-place-to-take-a-flight-7140824/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-crash-safety/sriwijaya-air-crash-places-indonesias-aviation-safety-under-fresh-spotlight-idUSKBN29F083?edition-redirect=uk
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-crash-safety/sriwijaya-air-crash-places-indonesias-aviation-safety-under-fresh-spotlight-idUSKBN29F083?edition-redirect=uk
https://financialpost.com/pmn/business-pmn/sriwijaya-air-crash-places-indonesias-aviation-safety-under-fresh-spotlight
https://scroll.in/latest/983590/indonesian-flight-with-62-people-on-board-goes-missing-after-taking-off-from-jakarta


The Thai monarchy, based on the virtues of generosity, self-sacrifice, honesty and integrity, is facing a major

crisis with its usage of the Lèse-majesté law. Crackdown on dissent and tightening of the legislative and

executive powers and the erosion of political and civil rights have resulted in mass protests and rising

demands to curb the erosion of the constitution. Since the military coup of 2014, coupled with the disputed

election victory of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha in 2019, Thailand is currently going through a crisis of

democracy. Three-finger salutes, symbolizing the protests, have been made to call for resigning the prime

minister and intervention of the monarch, as the woes of the COVID-19 outbreak rise.

Despite the protests, the monarch and the government are protected by its tough Lèse-majesté laws. Article

112, also known as Lèse majesté, punishes its citizens if they are found guilty of endorsing opinions that

criticize the monarchy. On January 18, 2021, Anchan Preelart, once a civil servant, was given a sentence of 43

years in prison for sharing audio clips deemed critical of the Thai monarchy. On January 20, 2021, Thailand’s

Ministry of Digital Economy and Society filed a Lèse-majesté case against opposition politician Thanathorn

Juangroongruangkit on account of his event titled “Royal Vaccine: Who Benefits and Who Doesn't”,

questioning the monarch’s policy of vaccination. Ms. Anchan’s sentence has set the longest, surpassing the

previous record of 35 years in 2017, and Thanathorn’s complaint marks the highest political case filed under

Lèse-majesté. Even though King Maha Vajiralongkorn declared the non-usage of Lèse-majesté laws in 2016,

the monarch has extended its support to Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha. Along with the persecution on

the basis of criticism, arrests of protestors and decree of emergency have put restrictions on public gathering,

further devaluing the idea of constitutional and representative democracy in the country. These pandemic

testing times and the state’s response to these protests will shape the future of democracy in Thailand, which

rests on the monarchy’s bequest.
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-Jyot Shikhar Singh

LÈSE-MAJESTÉ LAWS AND THE CRISIS OF
DEMOCRACY IN THAILAND
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https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/thai-govt-to-file-royal-defamation-complaint-against-opposition-figure-thanathorn
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On January 13, 2021, the incoming Biden administration appointed a well-known Asia hand Kurt

Campbell as 'Indo-Pacific Coordinator'. Campbell’s appointment came at a crucial moment in the US

relations with the wider Indo-Pacific countries. 

The outgoing Trump administration had started a trade war with China and pressured its allies in the

Indo-Pacific region to reduce its trade dependence on China. The Biden administration has not clearly

articulated its strategy toward China and largely avoided the use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ during the

presidential campaign.

Kurt Campbell had served as Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs during the

Obama administration. Under his watch, the ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy was launched, which was later renamed

as ‘Rebalance to Asia’.  

The ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy places greater emphasis on countering China’s rise and maintaining the US

primacy in the Asia-Pacific region. Under its ‘Pivot to Asia' strategy, the Obama administration had also

developed closer political, economic and institutional ties with Southeast Asian countries. 

During the Trump administration, the 'Pivot to Asia’ strategy was replaced with the ‘Indo-Pacific’

strategy. The Trump administration had adopted a harsher approach toward China and focused less on

building a closer alliance with Japan, South Korea and ASEAN.  

The appointment of ‘Mr. Pivot’ as ‘Indo-Pacific Coordinator’ will send positive signals to the US allies in

the region. Campbell’s appointment shows that the Biden administration wants to repair ties with the US

traditional allies and form a united diplomatic front to counter Chinese illegal activities in the region.

- Vikas Nagpal
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Withdrawal and crisis of support for Muhyiddin Yassin’s government have put the Federation of Malaysia

in a peculiar situation amidst rising COVID-19 cases. The majority crisis Muhyiddin Yassin faces is a

reminiscent of his predecessor, Mahathir Mohamad’s, resignation in March 2020. Glances of Malaysia’s

early 2020 political crisis were reflected when Muhyiddin’s tenure came under challenge in December

2020’s cabinet meeting on the proposed ‘Budget 2021’. Muhyiddin’s budget 2021 proposal faced a crisis of

confidence with the withdrawal of Machang MP Ahmad Jazlan bin Yaakub, reducing his majority to 110

votes of the required 111 votes. The opposition leader, Anwar Ibrahim, said that the government had lost

its legitimacy. Despite the initial upheavals of December 2020, the Peritan Nasional government secured

the required majority on December 15, during a split vote on the third reading of the budget.

Moreover, Malaysia’s drastic rise in COVID-19 cases has created a climate of fear among its citizens,

which has led to mass discontent on the government’s legitimacy. State ballot on the island of Borneo in

September led to a drastic rise in COVID-19 infections. The surge of cases proved to be out of the

government’s control, thereby resulting in the second COVID-19 outbreak. Even though the state claims

that the total number of COVID-19 cases will reach a peak of 8,000 cases by late March, the January data

indicates that there are more than 2,000 cases per the government report. Muhyiddin finally got the state

of emergency implemented till August 1, 2021 or until the coronavirus committee’s decision, established

by the government. Malaysia recalls its last emergency in 1960 to combat rising communal riots. The

proclamation of emergency has now conferred the prime minister and the cabinet with all the executive

functions to exercise the Federation’s executive authority. The move is being highly criticized by the

former prime minister Mahathir Mohamad, calling his successor a “dictator,” resorting to an emergency

to ensure his power and position while his government curbs the coronavirus pandemic outbreak. The

Malaysian crisis of 2020 has entered a new chapter and with the rising coronavirus cases, time will tell

whether Muhyiddin Yassin is able to regain the trust and the popular support of the cabinet and citizens.

-Jyot Shikhar Singh
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As the pandemic ravaged through Southeast Asia, the region turned toward the world’s largest pharmaceutical

supplies producer, India. Owing to the successful development of Bharat biotech’s Covaxin and Oxford-

AstraZeneca’s Covishield, India which was outflanked by massive strategic Chinese foreign investment, found a

great diplomatic opening in its efforts to restrict the Chinese dominance in the region. Recently, India

announced a vast number of free dosages of Covaxin to Myanmar and the Philippines as a goodwill gesture

aimed at extending its soft power, in a move widely acclaimed as vaccine diplomacy.

There are three far-reaching implications of this competitive vaccine diplomacy for Southeast Asia. First, the

Chinese vaccine, Sinovac, has come under scrutiny for poor efficacy and manipulated trials. The region is

questioning, if not rejecting, Chinese vaccines usage and is preferring Indian counterparts. This means that

China will have to find alternative avenues such as financial investment and rebuild pandemic struck markets

where Beijing can exercise its soft power. This allows Southeast Asian nations to position themselves such that,

the two Asian powerhouses are forced to give maximum reconstruction aid while receiving marginal benefits as

both New Delhi and Beijing would be wary of the other side providing better incentives. Second, competitive

vaccine diplomacy allows Southeast Asia to reprioritize spending and diversify production capabilities. This

pandemic has showcased the structural deficits of the West in medical supplies such as vaccines and ventilators.

A competitive Southeast Asia with its advantage in cheap labor and lenient intellectual property standards could

plug the supply deficit in medical goods and generate local employment, foreign reserves and a sustainable cash

stream and goods flow in the region. Further, it would also incentivize western players to reduce prices of

vaccines and other supplies in a bid to remain competitive in the market. 

The last implication of competitive vaccine diplomacy is that it pushes nations and actors to collaborate and

engage. The pandemic’s popular response has been to look inwards; however, with the creation of a vaccine,

actors will have an incentive to collaborate for technology, human resource, and sometimes plain goodwill. This

lays the base for future regional cooperation which strengthens the region’s ability as a larger negotiating bloc.

Larger units like ASEAN have been leased some more years of relevance, potentially deciding the future of

Southeast Asia’s geopolitics and its relationship with the West.

- Shubh Sahai
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On January 22, 2021, India supplied its first batch of 1.5 million doses of COVID-19 vaccine to Myanmar. The

Indian government also donated millions of COVID-19 vaccine doses to other countries including Sri Lanka,

Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Afghanistan, and Mauritius. 

India has already started vaccinating its population, and it is also using its manufacturing power to generate

goodwill to other countries. The decision to donate vaccine doses shows India’s unique strength; it is one of the

world’s biggest producers. 

The COVID-19 pandemic emerged in China and spread around the world. The Chinese state machinery had

effectively dealt with the coronavirus and used it as an opportunity to project its “soft power” around the world.

In recent weeks, China has pledged to donate millions of COVID-19 vaccine doses to countries such as the

Philippines, Cambodia and Myanmar. China also pledged to deliver 500,000 vaccine doses to Pakistan by

January 31, 2021.

The Chinese authorities’ concerted push to market its indigenously developed COVID-19 vaccine has raised

alarm bells around the world. China had also supplied millions of masks, testing kits and other medical

equipment to countries around the world.

China has also tried to use its COVID-19 vaccine as a tool to enhance its power in the Southeast Asian region. The

rivalry between China and the QUAD countries (US, Australia, Japan and India) in the Southeast Asian region is

increasing and both sides are using COVID-19 as an opportunity to tilt the balance of power in their favor.

In recent years, India is also trying to counter the Chinese advances in its traditional sphere of influence. India’s

status as a vaccine manufacturing hub can help in improving its soft power around the world by supplying

COVID-19 vaccine doses to many developing countries. The decision to donate millions of doses shows that India

is actively countering the Chinese ‘vaccine diplomacy’.

- Vikas Nagpal
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CAMBODIA’S LONG-AWAITED ENTRY INTO OIL
PRODUCTION

Cambodia has finally laid the foundation to its entry into the realm of oil production, tapping into the offshore

fields in ‘Block A’ at last. This news of celebration was broadcast onto social media by Prime Minister Hun Sen.

This success comes after years of delays - owing to the global oil price slump of 2014. The price slump led to

lesser companies being interested in investing in the area required for the development of oil fields for

Cambodia.

The Singaporean oil and gas production and development company, KrisEnergy, that carries a specific focus

toward the Southeast Asian industry struck a deal with Cambodia in 2017 to develop ‘Block A’. ‘Block A’ is a

3,083 square kilometers of the Gulf of Thailand’s Khmer basin, the only confirmed source of oil and gas

among the six offshore blocks marked for production after Cambodia’s territorial divide of waters in the

1990s. 

Regarding the progression of the project, KrisEnergy stated that the field’s development would occur in

phases, in order to reduce the possibility of a risk. A spokeswoman for the company, Tanya Pang, mentioned

in an email that, “The company forecasts peak production of 7,500 barrels per day from a total of five

development wells planned to be drilled and commissioned for its mini phase 1A development.” 

Prime Minister Hun Sen claims that the revenues obtained from the oil production are to be used for the

advancement of health and education facilities. Following Cambodia’s existing pattern of governance, this

claim seems like it may only strengthen the Cambodian People’s Party, the higher-ups connected to the party

and Prime Minister Hun Sen’s leadership; not aiding the betterment of the citizens’ lives in a drastic manner.

The claim was met with backlash from the banned opposition party officials, Cambodia National Rescue Party,

which demanded complete transparency about the information concerning the revenues due to concerns of

corruption. This incoming flow of revenues will be a game-changer for Cambodia because of the downfall of

their textile industry from partial trade sanctions imposed by the EU due to several gruesome human rights

violations and the impact of the pandemic on their tourism and hospitality industry. Since the country has

constantly relied on the US, China, Australia, Japan and countries in the EU for aid, the revenues will benefit

their economy and provide more job opportunities - especially for those who were laid off during the

pandemic.

- Rhea Rayidi
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The Philippines is prone to typhoons due to its geographic location and experiences an average of

20 typhoons a year. In 2020, it experienced typhoon Goni, which killed at least 10 people and

affected 19 million people. The typhoon hit the Philippines at Catanduanes island on November 1

at 4:50 a.m. local time. Goni was accompanied by strong packing winds of 225 kilometers per

hour. Around 347,000 people were evacuated in November because of the typhoon. It was a super

typhoon that caused urban flooding in the capital Manila and nearby Bulacan province. Then

Goni hit the eastern part of the country and was followed by tropical storms Atsani and Etau that

struck Luzon and Visayas from November 5 to 8. The most affected regions were Catanduanes

and Albay.

COVID-19 has impacted the response and made evacuation drives difficult. The relief work and

foreign aid to support the Philippines in the middle of the pandemic have helped the country

respond better. Goni was not the first in 2020; typhoon Molave hit the country in October, killing

22 people and affecting the country’s infrastructural development. The heavy rains during

typhoons impacted the drainage system and result in heavy urban flooding along with

infrastructural damage and transportation interruptions that impacted businesses in the country.

Goni impacted the agricultural sector the most with almost peso 2 billion worth of crops damaged

along with infrastructural destruction. The rising sea levels have impacted the country

economically and socially. An average of 20 typhoons causes heavy rains and trigger deadly

landslides in the country. Climate change is impacting the strength of typhoons causing damages

and creating economic setbacks. The rising temperatures and sea levels will increase flooding, and

cause damages to lives and property.

- Ishita Dutta
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IMPACT OF TYPHOON GONI ON THE PHILIPPINES
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