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| REPORT BACKGROUND 

The Indo Pacific Chessboard and Asia’s Next Move 

Future global economy and governments are on a “strategic anxiety” mode as the economic platform 
goes through transformation in the spheres of geo-political, geo-economics and geo-social. It is 
vehemently evident that cross boundaries collaborations and expansion has been robust since last 
few decades and will continue to be so in the unforeseeable future. While ASEAN feels that the rest 
of the region is demanding more and giving less to ASEAN, the Indo Pacific rims continue to attract 
various types of attention. 2020 will drive many dialogues and interactions of leaders in the areas of: 

 The indispensable dollar 

 The banking systems minus the banks 

 Tensions over future international order on display at Tokyo Global Dialogue 

 How to control Australia: control and denial 

 Democratization of technology: Iran shows Australia what’s possible 

 The India Reverse Democracy 

 China’s Belt and Road Initiatives: A slowdown or a re-direction 

 Europe’s Battle with Changing Asia 

 Technology Penetration and Human Skills 

As we enter another decade, we continue to grapple with great power competition that is riskier and 

one that poses dangerous reality. The conundrum rests on international divisions and antagonism, 

marked by the U.S. and China trade clash that have held many countries trade directives at hostage. 

Stakes are high and governments are profoundly different, more critical and have begun to tread 

carefully amidst the arrestingly sharp disputes.  

 

A million-dollar question would be, can interdependence be maintained in the middle of growing 

disengagements? Will there be a shift in the foreign policies and if so, what would it look like? How 

many “new normal” will we see transpiring in 2020?    

 

Managing major power rifts and dealing with sensitive issues, while Sino-U.S. interactions hold the key 

(as we witness with Vietnam’s U.S tariff impositions over the U.S. China Trade repercussions) will spell 

trouble for Indo Pacific. The arguments continue in the trade arena and many are questioning the 

“etiquettes” on economic interdependence and contentions which has proven to raise the cost of 

conflicts.  

 

The way forward in managing the Indo Pacific agenda rests on the self-reliant measures and avoiding 

members to split into rival camps, failing to do so will cost the region to lose growth momentum and 

degrade its integration agenda. Good communication at strategic level and effective management at 

the tactical level are indispensable for the future of Indo Pacific, while Southeast Asia offers variations 

on the familiar themes of the ASEAN centrality and not having to choose sides.   
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Interestingly, some feels that ASEAN, as a driver for cooperation in the Asia Pacific, is losing momentum 

as the region’s centre of gravity shifts from Southeast Asia to China. China’s rise has unsettling 

consequences for ASEAN centrality, creating new tensions and uncertainties that threaten to break 

ASEAN’s solidarity and coherence. 

 

| ASEAN – Restoring Economic Growth & Avoiding Regional Conflicts 

 

ASEAN’s strength stems in its ability to leverage international agreements that creates international 

systems of cooperation. It is as simple as that. Amidst the emerging markets and the Indo Pacific lists 

of issues, the road to success for ASEAN are: 

 

 Independence, not taking sides, 

 Avoidance of foreign interests and the strengthening of multi-lateral institutions to escape 

the multi-lateral trap of development 

 Collaborate with middle powers to make a global impact, becoming a bridge builder in 

dispute settlements. 

 Leverage its geo-political scale to build its relevance and maximizing its role within the 

frameworks, guidelines and schemes of ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific (AOIP) to generate 

cooperation and synergies with member states. 

 Serve as a catalyst in building global capacity, not as individual member, but as collective 

members  

 

| GLOBAL DYNAMICS 

2020 is a transformative year, the global recession story will mark most of 2020 and our team of 
experts have taken much time to monitor the economic and political developments globally. Below 
are highlights of each the developments in each country. 

INDONESIA – Restorative Awakening  

 

After two years of stagnant growth, Indonesia is likely 

to experience a good progress in 2020. While the 

country will continue to battle with exports, inflations, 

deficits in some areas, but the Indonesian stocks will 

most likely hit a record (according to Bloomberg) and 

this solely depends on how President Jokowi 

implements the policies in the next 5 years. 

 

The notable effect of exports of palm oil and coal and 

natural resources related raw materials have slipped 

due to the signs of a global slowdown, attributed to 

trade barriers between US and China. 

 

According to JP Morgan, the Jakarta Composite Index is rallying 19% from the current level to a record 

of 7,250 by end of 2020. While Indonesia has been struggling to cut down its widening trade deficit 

after reaching record high of $ 8.5 billion last year, even with authorities raising import taxes and 
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relaxing export rules to tighten the gap. Labour laws, corporate taxes and a multitude of rules 

hampering foreign investments continue to be a big homework for the government. 

 

Indonesia KPK (will anti-corruption be revived?) - Indonesian is not backing down from fighting 

corruption, and this is evident with the efforts to restore a system that will continue to fight 

corruption. President Jokowi is seen to draft a regulation (PerPres) that will restore several functions 

for the leaders of the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK). The emphasize has been put on Article 

21 of the now-defunct 2002 KPK Law, which stipulates that KPK leaders had the authority to act as 

investigators and prosecutors, this article was removed in the new KPK Law.   
 

Indonesia – Trade Deficits - Indonesia’s trade balance took a turn from October’s US$161.3 million 

surplus to a US$1.33 billion deficit in November — the country’s biggest deficit yet since the US$2.29 

billion deficit it saw in April. Exports fell by 5.67% on the year to US$14.01 billion, while imports fell 

by 9.24% on the year to US$15.34 billion. According to Indonesian statistics agency head Suhariyanto, 

the decline was due to slowing international trade caused by trade tensions between the US and China 

which led to lower export demand.  

 

Indonesia – Bank Permata sale - Thailand’s Bangkok Bank announced that it plans to acquire an 

89.1% stake in Indonesia’s Bank Permata for around US$2.7 billion. Bangkok Bank is presently 

Thailand’s second-largest bank by assets, while Bank Permata is owned by Standard Chartered and PT 

Astra International, with each holding a 44.6% stake. The move comes as Bangkok Bank looks to 

expand its presence in ASEAN markets to become a regional player, while Standard Chartered looks 

to reduce costs in countries such as Indonesia which it no longer considers a core market.  

 

Indonesia – Lawsuit against EU - Indonesia submitted an official request to the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) on December 9 to initiate a lawsuit against the European Union for its decision to 

phase out the use of palm oil in biofuel blends in EU member states by 2030. According to trade 

minister Agus Suparmanto, Indonesia hopes that the lawsuit signals the government's seriousness in 

combating discrimination against palm oil, and that they hope the EU will respond by withdrawing its 

RED II policy and the high-risk Indirect Land Use Change status that was imposed on palm oil. 

 

Singapore, non-oil exports drop - Singapore’s non-oil domestic exports continued to fall for a ninth 

consecutive month in November with a 5.9% year-on-year decline despite growing by 5.8% on a 

month-on-month basis. According to Enterprise Singapore, the fall was largely due to the 23.3% year-

on-year plunge in exports of electronics, led by a decline in exports of integrated circuits (-36.5%), 

personal computers (-25.1%) and disk drives (-35.7%). Meanwhile, other non-oil exports rose by 1.3% 

in November, led by an increase in exports of non-monetary gold (249.3%), specialised machinery 

(15.5%), and non-electric engines and motors (40.1%). 

 

Malaysia, glass manufacturing investments - Malaysia’s National Committee on Investment (NCI) 

announced that they have approved four manufacturing investments in four states worth US$1.3 

billion on December 12, including a US$483.4 million glass manufacturing project in an industrial park 

in Sabah state’s Kota Kinabalu Industrial Park. According to the NCI, the project in Sabah is expected 

to create over 1,000 jobs, 80% of which will go to Malaysians. According to trade minister Darell 

Leiking, the country’s services, manufacturing and primary sectors received US$36.0 billion in 

investments from January to September 2019. 
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Malaysia, new gazette to ease transhipment - The Malaysian government is expected to gazette 

new, liberalised regulations in the first quarter of 2020 aimed at easing the transhipment process for 

goods transiting through the country’s ports. According to transport minister Anthony Loke, the new 

regulations will see a significant reduction in the classes of goods that require an approved permit to 

transit through Malaysian ports from 74 classes to 20 classes. The move comes as part of plans to 

boost the competitiveness of Malaysian ports by reducing red tape and expediting turnaround times 

for shipping liners. 

 

Malaysia using 4.0 on healthcare - Malaysia is on the verge of fully entering the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (4IR) as embodied by digitalisation alongside adopting the 5G technology pioneered by 
Huawei. Digitalisation could be defined as the increasing assimilation of manually-based activities into 
automated systems and processes. 

The country’s Minister of Communication and Multimedia Gobind Singh Deo has never tired of 
expressing the government’s commitment and determination that the country would not be left 
behind in the global digitalisation wave and revolution.  

The nature of work will also be transformed by and with digitalisation – resulting in new jobs to be 
invented in the future.  

Instead of technology reliant on workers for its operation and performance, it would be vice versa, i.e. 
workers would be increasingly reliant on technology and automation to perform their roles. There will 
be greater synergy and even “exchanges” (i.e. assimilation of respective competencies and functions) 
between humans and technology.  

Vietnam, US slaps tariffs on Vietnam - The US Department of Commerce announced that it will 

impose tariffs of up to 456% on corrosion-resistant steel (CORE) products and cold-rolled steel (CRS) 

products imported from Vietnam. The ruling was made when the agency found that much of these 

exports were actually produced in South Korea and Taiwan, then shipped to Vietnam for minor 

processing before being exported to the US to circumvent the US’s anti-dumping and anti-subsidy 

duties. Shipments of CORE and CRS products from Vietnam to the US have surged by 4,353% and 922% 

respectively in recent years. 
 

Philippines, onward and upward economic growth - The Philippines’ economy is projected to 

grow by 6.5% to 7.5% in the next three years following the country’s “stable economic performance” 

this year, said socioeconomic planning secretary Ernesto Pernia. He added that the country’s GDP 

growth is expected to come in between 6.0% to 6.5% in 2019 fuelled by lower inflation, higher 

domestic consumption and robust public spending. Nevertheless, Pernia noted that the Philippines 

must be prepared to meet the looming challenges in 2020 such as slowing global trade and weaker 

global growth. 

 

Philippine, trade negotiations focus - Negotiations for free trade agreements (FTA) with countries 

such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE), South Korea and the US will be high on the Philippines 

government’s agenda in 2020, said trade secretary Ramon M. Lopez. According to him, the 

government plan to seal a deal with the UAE before 2021 that aims to secure cheaper oil imports for 

the Philippines and increase industrial and agricultural product exports to the UAE. Trade between the 

countries rose 42.7% from US$1.5 billion in 2017 to US$2.1 billion in 2018. 

 

Philippines, how it supports manufacturers - The Philippines’ trade secretary Ramon M. Lopez 

announced the launch of a US$592 million fund known as the Securing Manufacturing Revitalization 
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& Transformation (SMART) Program that aims to support high-potential local manufacturing projects. 

More specifically, the SMART programme will be open to manufacturing projects that promote (i) 

global value chain upgrading, (ii) social benefits such as electric vehicles, (iii) economic growth through 

Industry 4.0, (iv) commercialisation of innovative research, (v) closing gaps in supply chains, and (vi) 

industrial development in rural areas. 

 

ASEAN: - 2020 – EYE ON CHINA – 

 
The Chinese Mission to ASEAN at conducted a year end celebration of the ASEAN-China Cooperation 

Achievement on 16 December 2019. 

 

China and ASEAN have had many years of successful partnerships, collaborations and joint ventures. 

Three joint statements were issued at the China-ASEAN Summit in Bangkok on synergizing the Belt 

and Road Initiative and MPAC 2025, smart city cooperation and media exchanges. Five statements 

were issues at the ASEAN Plus Three Summit and East Asia Summit. China continues to be a staunch 

supporter in finalizing RCEP negotiations. The project of ASEAN-China Young Leaders Scholarship will 

promote stronger people-to-people exchanges. The upgrading of protocol of China-ASEAN Free Trade 

Area (CAFTA) came into full effect and will deliver more benefits to the enterprises and people of our 

two sides. ASEAN rose to be China’s second largest trading partner, with bilateral trade expected to 

reach 600 billion US dollars in 2019.  
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DISCLAIMER: The “Monthly Business Report” presented herewith are gathered from the various regional meetings attended, 
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