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Myth versus reality. Enthusiasm versus suspicion.
Investment versus debt. The Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) provokes mixed feelings among
the Southeast Asian leaders and population.
More importantly, it impacts national strategies as
the Chinese initiative can be seen as a deus exmachina to eventually support old projects. Is it thus
a true ‘win-win’ situation, as Xi Jinping stated? In
every country, the reactions are far from being simple
as they are at the crossroads of the military, political
and business elites, laying between national and local
interests and stretching from nationalism to the critical
need for infrastructure.

Introduction
A ‘very fashionable topic’ according to Asia Centre’s
President, Jean-François Di Meglio, the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) provokes mixed feelings and reactions
among leaders and populations in Southeast Asia,
which is arguably one of the regions which is ‘the most
impacted by the Chinese initiative’.
In essence, and as defined by the World Bank, the Belt

and Road Initiative (BRI) is an effort to ‘improve regional
cooperation and connectivity on a trans-continental
scale’. A fluid concept first proposed by President Xi
Jinping in 2013, it aims to strengthen infrastructure, trade,
and investment links between China and its economic
partners. An ambitious initiative, the BRI could carry the
potential of transforming the economic environment in
which the regional economies operate, especially in
Southeast Asia. Regional cooperation on the new and
improved transport infrastructure and policy reforms
could significantly ‘reduce trade costs and improve
connectivity, leading to higher cross-border trade and
investment and improved growth in the region’.
Described by Xi Jinping as a ‘win-win situation’ for all
parties involved, the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative has
nevertheless been welcomed in Southeast Asia with at
least as much enthusiasm as scepticism and suspicion,
especially taking into account regional chokepoints, such
as the South China Sea disputes. These mixed feelings
have had wide-ranging implications on national strategies
and economic policies as Southeast Asian nations
attempt to position themselves on the international
strategic chessboard amidst power competition
between great powers in their ‘scramble for Southeast
Asia’. From bandwagoning to balancing, hedging and
‘bamboos swirling in the wind’, the national strategies
and attitude towards the regional behemoth have indeed
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varied from country to country, and from government to
government, in a region where the political landscapes
are everchanging and unpredictable.
The intent of this seminar is to decipher the objectives,
assess the impacts and analyse the implications of the
BRI in Southeast Asia, by looking closely at its bearings
and manifestations in four separate countries; namely,
Malaysia, Cambodia, the Philippines and Indonesia.
By looking at it ‘through French and European eyes’,
the seminar endeavours to frame the initiative and the
region’s reactions to it within the geopolitical context in
order to paint a picture of its global repercussions and
future ramifications.
To do so, the four speakers each presented and assessed
the implications of the BRI for their respective country-ofexpertise through presentations by Dr Elsa Lafaye de
Micheaux, for Malaysia, Dr Vannarith Chheang, for
Cambodia, Prof. Jay Batongbacal, for the Philippines
and Bruno Hellendorf, for Indonesia. Discussions and
Q&A sessions were then led respectively by Emmanuel
Dubois de Prisque, for the first session, and Dr. Juliette
Genevaz, for the second.

Malaysia on the Belt and Road again
The BRI in the context of Malaysia-China relations
Dr Elsa Lafaye de Micheaux started by putting the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) and its ramifications in Malaysia
within the wider context of Malaysia-China relations, which
has ‘changed very fast in recent years’1. Malaysia and China
share a ‘very old economic, human and cultural relationship’
which has become a ‘very precious relationship’ under
former Prime Minister Najib Razak (2009-2018). But what
are the implications of Mahatir’s election in 2018 for the
future of the Malaysia-China relations? Does Malaysia Baru
– “New Malaysia” – imply a redefinition of the country’s
relationship with China? In what way does it challenge the
BRI?
A very old and precious relationship
Bilateral relations between the two countries were reestablished in 1974 when then Prime Minister and,
uncoincidentally, Najib’s own father, Tun Abdul Razak, officially
recognised the People’s Republic of China diplomatically – it
was the first ASEAN country to do so. It was not surprising

1 - Pour plus de précision, voir : David Delfolie, Nathalie Fau,
Elsa Lafaye de Micheaux, Malaisie -Chine, une précieuse relation,
Bangkok, IRASEC, (2016).
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then that when Najib came to power in the late 2000s he
rekindled his father’s aura towards China. However, the
1974 recognition of China was only incidental and barely
changed the content of the relationship between the two
countries as Malaysia remained strongly anti-communist and
‘in fear of China’, considering the country as an ‘existential
threat’. Tangible evolution only occurred in 1989, under
Mahatir’s first tenure (1981-2003), after the surrender of
the Malaysian Communist Party (MCP) which brought ‘the
time of defiance to an end’. Diplomatic and especially trade
relations between China and Malaysia thus started to grow
from the late 80s and enjoyed a fast-increasing focus under
Abdullah Badawi (2003-2009). Under Najib’s mandate, Dr.
Lafaye de Micheaux argues that relations between the
two countries even became a ‘very precious’ relationship,
and a ‘very valuable’ one to the Malaysian power, with Najib
giving the Malaysia-China diplomatic relationship ‘a first rank
importance’. In fact, in 2010, Najib’s Malay-dominated party
UMNO officially partnered with the Communist Party of China
under a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the
two parties.
Malaysia’s number one trading partner
As a result of this growing relationship, the trade and
economic ties between the two countries increased
substantially in recent years. After the election of Najib
and with post-financial crisis-United States and Europe
opening the door and clearing the stage in the region, China
eventually became Malaysia’s number one trading partner in
2009 while Malaysia also became China’s preferred partner
within the ASEAN region. However, while the balance of
trade was positive for Malaysia during some years before
Najib’s election, it shifted in favour of China, ‘as it is with
most of China’s trading partners’.

A highly valued friendship
Taking into account the country’s upcoming general
election, 2013 was also a very crucial year for
Malaysian politics. Najib’s popularity was threatened
and his position in power was no longer comfortable.
Supported by China, he actually lost the popular vote
but nevertheless managed to maintain himself in power.
It was just before the election that Najib met with the
Chinese PM and announced the construction of two
new projects: a high-speed train between Kuala Lumpur
and Singapore, and two twin bi-national industrial parks
in Kuantan and Quinzhou, in China. In October that
same year, Xi Jinping came to Malaysia to negotiate the
ongoing Comprehensive Strategic Partnership between
the two countries. As a result of this growing and ‘highly
valued bilateral relationship’, the following year was even
heralded as the “Friendship Year” between China and
Malaysia, celebrating the 40 years since Najib’s father’s
recognition of People’s Republic of China, which saw a
surge of Chinese interests and investments in Malaysia.
As a result, by 2015, a very pro-China Malaysia was set
to hold the chairmanship of ASEAN as well as a seat of
the UN’s Security Council. Following the 1MDB scandal
that same year which compromised even further Najib’s
position, the Malaysian Prime Minister needed support
to be re-elected – a support which was duly provided
by China.
BRI is part of the picture, not the entire one
Dr. Lafaye de Micheaux believes that if BRI is indeed
‘part of the picture, it is not the entire one’. For some,
like Tham Sew Yean, ‘since there is no mutually agreed
definition for BRI projects, in Malaysia, we consider all
Chinese investments to be within the BRI framework’.

With the amount of trade between the two countries now
nearing the 100 billion dollars, Dr. Lafaye de Micheaux
argues that, as of the early 2010s, the trade dimension
of the bilateral relations is no longer the main issue.
According to her, the main focus of the relationship
between China and Malaysia has now shifted to
investments. More specifically, the year 2013 marks the
very moment when things started to change according
to the investment dimension. In essence, if one looks at
the Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) in Malaysia in 2013,
China was still a ‘small player’; however, if one looks at
the intention of investing, ‘2013 is already showing a big
peak’. Indeed, from 2013 onwards, China has become
number one in approved investment projects in Malaysia
(MIDA), with the scale clearly changing with the Chinese
investments in the Pahang Port and Industrial Park.
Chinese investments in Malaysia are also very specific
compared to other more ‘traditional’ investments in the
country by the US, Europe and Japan. They are in fact
mainly concentrated in one area, Pahang, and in one
sector, metal.
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However, Chinese investments in the country are so
diverse and for so many different motives that Dr. Lafaye
de Micheaux would only focus on the more strategic
investments for China, and mainly the Pahang Port and
Industrial Park in Kuantan.

expense of Malaysian sovereignty’. By the end of 2016,
it was clear that Najib had put Malaysian sovereignty
‘at stake’ in its relationship with China. This perceived
imbalance thus became a core theme and focus of
Mahatir’s campaign during the General Election in
2018 with the Pakatan Harapan – the coalition of the
opposition now ruling Malaysia – advocating for more
sovereignty and for a review of China’s projects in the
country. Mahathir didn’t shy away from talking about
‘inequitable treaties’, ‘neo-colonialism’ and ‘Chinese
invasion of Malaysian territory’, while promising to
cancel numerous Chinese projects in the country - in
fact, Mahathir went to Japan, not China, for his first
trip as a newly elected PM. However, Dr. Lafaye de
Micheaux believes that the relationship between the
two countries is indeed too strong, too old and arguably
too precious, and that despite his best efforts, Mahathir
couldn’t totally rupture this special relationship. As a
result, ‘The BRI is still very much on track’, argues Dr.
Lafaye de Micheaux, and the relations between the two
countries will be of increasing importance to Malaysia,
who seem to be ready to ‘share their regional destiny
with China once again’.

ASEAN and Cambodia’s loose alignment with
China
Two groups… and Vietnam

Kuantan port received a lot of investment from China, but
nobody could really understand why it was happening
as the port seemed initially irrelevant to China and its
strategic interests. However, when in November 2016,
Najib came back from China with big projects after
having his assets frozen by the 1MDB scandal, the
extent of China’s interests became clearer. Amongst
these projects was the East-Coast Rail Link project
which essentially plans to link Kuantan port to Klang
port, Malaysia’s first port towards Africa and Europe,
thereby shortcutting the Malacca straits.
New Malaysia, Old Friends?
It can indeed be said that, ‘from 2016 onwards’,
the influence and agency of China within Malaysian
territory and economy has grown immensely and ‘at the

For Dr Vannarith Chheang, there are clearly two
distinct groups amongst ASEAN nations when it comes
to dealing with China and its Belt and Road Initiative.
There are those which are wholeheartedly supportive of
the Chinese initiative, namely Cambodia, Laos, Brunei
and Malaysia under Najib. The second group, which
also generally supports the initiative but with a certain
degree of caution, includes Singapore, the Philippines,
Indonesia, Thailand and Myanmar. Vietnam, however,
remains quite reluctant regarding the BRI as analysts
perceive the BRI, or ‘the 21st century maritime silk
road’, to be a project for China to not only dominate
the region economically, but also politically and in the
security sphere, especially considering the South China
Sea dispute. Country positions may however change
from time to time depending on their calculations and
their national interests, such as Malaysia, for instance,
which has become more cautious with the election
of Mahathir. Singapore, on the other hand, seems to
be more and more supportive of the BRI framework.
The City-State believes indeed that it has something to
gain out of its bilateral relationship with China, especially
due to the technology and knowledge it can offer when
it comes to ‘critical infrastructure projects across Asia’.
ASEAN, China and the US
ASEAN, for its part, doesn’t have a united and common
position on the BRI. One of the reasons for that is
that some ASEAN members are concerned about
the possible dominance of the BRI agenda over the
ASEAN Economic Community blueprint, such as the
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Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity. Indeed, ASEAN
lacks the financial resources and capabilities to properly
compete against China when it comes to infrastructure,
development and connectivity. In fact, this fear of being
dominated by China under the BRI lingers amongst
some ASEAN member states and prevents the regional
association to come up with a common position so
far. Another reason for that is the existence of other
initiatives, and especially the Free and Open IndoPacific Strategy. If ASEAN choses to support the BRI,
it will also need to take a position concerning the US-led
Strategy. Remaining ambivalent allows ASEAN to hedge
its interests, to balance between China and the United
States and to continue to be perceived as a neutral
actor.

This also tainted the image of Cambodia on the regional
level in the eyes of international observers, depicting the
country as a ‘Trojan horse’ and ‘client state of China’.
However, Dr Chheang doesn’t agree with this depiction
of Cambodia and believes Hun Sen to be much smarter
than that. He argues that Cambodian foreign policy
‘doesn’t put all its eggs in the same basket’, unlike
some observers would like to believe, and that there is
a certain degree of hedging and of diversification. The
problem would then lie more in the implementation of
the strategy, hindered by a lack of diplomatic capacity,
rather than in the conception of the strategy itself.

Loose alignment: a Cambodian perspective

- Japan, for example, is a significant partner and actor
for Cambodia, as well as other Southeast Asian states,
in their hedging strategy ‘against the risk that comes
with their dependence on China’. Indeed, according
to a survey presented by Dr Chheang, Japan ranks
number one among the countries that Southeast
Asian nations can rely on in their hedging strategy.
But a question remains regarding the identity of who
will be the Prime Minister after Abe, who brought Japan
to a high strategic level in Asia, and how will he affect
Japan’s attitude towards Southeast Asia.

According to Dr Chheang, Cambodia’s perspective
towards China tends to shift with the dynamics of
domestic politics and is not too much shaped by the
structural power shifts that are taking place now in
the Asia-Pacific region. The current regime, under the
leadership of the Cambodian People’s Party that has
ruled the country for more than four decades, tends to
perceive that the key threat to the status-quo is coming
from the United States. Based on this assumption of
threat, the regime perceives China’s influence as being
capable of counter-balancing the United States’ power
and intervention into Cambodian politics, especially
through its support given to the opposition party. In
the past few years, the Hun Sen government has
in fact started using the term ‘colour revolution’ as a
political tool to describe and delegitimise the foreignbacked opposition movement by connecting it with
the involvement of the United States. In the meantime,
this explains why Cambodia has shifted its foreign
policy to align itself with China, without going as far
as to ‘bandwagon’, points out Dr Chheang, who
prefers to term ‘loose alignment’. According to him,
‘loose alignment’ refers to a ‘convergence of strategic
interests’ in order to counter-balance an external threat
perception.
The most strategic state in Southeast Asia
If one looks at the bilateral relations between China and
Cambodia, it is clear that, from the Chinese perspective,
the Kingdom is an extremely strategic state in Southeast
Asia, if not the most strategic one in the region, where
any proxy conflict or war between major powers can
occur. Based on this strategic calculation, China will by
all means attempt to secure the continuity of its power
and influence in the country under the leadership of
Hun Sen and avoid a surprise shift like the election of
Mahathir in Malaysia. It is indeed ‘through the window of
Cambodia’ that China projects its power in the Mekong
region and the wider Southeast Asia. In 2012, when
Cambodia was the chair of ASEAN, the organisation
failed to reach consensus at the 45th ASEAN Foreign
Minister meeting due to differences over the South
China Sea dispute. This ‘unfortunate event in the
history of ASEAN’, according to Dr Chheang, a strong
advocate of multilateralism, has haunted and hindered
the organisation’s unity and community building ever
since, casting a traumatic shadow on further meetings.

Japan, India, Australia… and the Southeast Asian
power vacuum

- The countries also look at India, but the South Asian
nation is too slow and ‘talk too much without taking any
action’, says Dr Chheang.
- South Korea, for its part, isn’t so much a strategic
actor in the region as it is a soft power cultural actor.
- Australia, however, has been more assertive in the past
few years and can play a limited role on the strategic
and foreign policy chessboard of Southeast Asia.
On the other hand, the trust in the United States across
the region has declined sharply in the past few years
as the United States continued to withdraw from the
region, leaving an enormous power vacuum that only
China seems willing and capable of filling. And this is
where the Belt and Road Initiative comes into play.
The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation
According to Dr Chheang, China uses the BRI as a
grand strategy to foster its influence in the region by
wielding sub-regional mechanisms that support the
initiative, such as the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation.
By mainly targeting the Mekong countries, the LancangMekong Cooperation is a threat to ASEAN, which then
faces the threat of being divided between mainland
and maritime-Southeast Asia. LMC can thus be seen
as a tool for China to weaken ASEAN to some degree.
As we have seen, however, one country still stands firm
against China’s geostrategic initiative in the region. On
the frontline against its historic foe, Vietnam stands at
the firm on the South China Sea issue, raising concerns
and calling for action against the militarisation and
construction of artificial islands. Regarding the LancangMekong mechanism, Vietnam also stands firm on rulebased water resource management issues to ensure
that the LMC will benefit fairly all the countries that share
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the mighty river.
Debate: People’s diplomacy and military alliances
One thing could be said, however, about the fact that
China may be good with politicians, but not so much
with people, and has difficulties winning the heart of
the people. In Cambodia for instance, China made ‘a
big mistake’ in Sihanoukville where they built a hundred
casinos, thereby contributing to the soaring crime rate
in the city. Dr Chheang claims that over 70 percent of
Cambodians don’t like China. Regarding the chances of
a deeper military and strategic alliance with Cambodia,
Dr Chheang argues that it would be political suicide
for Hun Sen as the initiative would not be supported
by either Thailand or Vietnam. Furthermore, Vietnam
still has a strong influence on the security apparatus in
Cambodia, even more than China

The Belt and Road Initiative and the Transforming
International Order: A Philippine perspective
Pax Americana vs. Pax Sinica
The Global Rule-Based Order designed, promoted,
led and protected by the United States since the end
of the Second World War, arguably peaked in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Since then, there has been a
resurgence of unilateralism, with the US-led invasion
of Iraq and the Russian annexation of Crimea, for
instance. As we know, this Pax Americana is in fact
now increasingly being challenged by China’s ‘growing
economic might and political influence’ and could
eventually be replaced by what some have called Pax
Sinica. Most recently shaped by the nationalistic and
conservative leadership of Xi Jinping, the influential antiWestern narrative driving this so-called ‘Chinese dream’
is encouraging China to challenge US authority and
leadership of the multilateral institutions and systems,
according to Prof. Jay Batongbacal.
China is clearly seeking ‘a greater role in shaping and
managing the international order’, which is characterised

by regional unilateralism and heavy-handed diplomacy,
especially in Southeast Asia. The objective is for other
states to acknowledge China’s primacy in the region,
and deference to China’s interests. For Southeast
Asian states, most of which are smaller and developing
countries, the pressure to succumb to this is even
stronger than anywhere else. In fact, Prof. Batongbacal
argues that this also tends to see and portray
authoritarian values and systems as somewhat superior
to liberal democratic societies because, unfortunately,
‘it gets things done faster’. The expansion of economic
and political power globally also supports China’s own
domestic objectives, one of which being the expansion
of its military power, in terms of quantity and technology.
For instance, we are now seeing the ‘most massive
naval build up’ in China’s shipbuilding industry which is
producing ships at a ‘very rapid rate’.
Through its Belt and Road Initiative, China is evidently
creating and weaving around itself a trade network of
flows of goods and services, both by land and sea.
Even without all the political ideology underpinning
the initiative, Prof. Batongbacal still believes that it
would be a logical project to undertake, considering
China’s growing economy and resulting massive export
capacity. This is basically what the United States did in
the late 1800s when it decided to reach out across the
Pacific and the Atlantic to create new markets for itself to
export its excess capacity in order to ensure its growth.
One difference, however, is the military and security
components of this strategy, which can especially be
felt in Southeast Asia.
ASEAN: Ground zero for the transforming international
order
For Prof. Batongbacal, China’s military-strategic two
island-chain strategy seeks to extend China’s influence
over the seas in the area of the so-called Second Island
Chain that spans the Pacific Ocean from southern
Japan to northern Indonesia and encompasses most of
Southeast Asia – an effort primarily directed towards
protecting Chinese interests in the South China Sea.
Indeed, China is fully investing in establishing its
influence and control over the region, most recently
through its occupation of numerous islands, its
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transformation

of

transformation of reefs into artificial islands and its
establishment of what could be called ‘military bases’ –
even though in the past two months, China has tried to
present those bases in a more favourable light, calling
them ‘environmental monitoring stations’ or ‘bases for
coral restauration’. Nevertheless, Prof. Batongbacal
believes that this doesn’t hide the fact that these bases
have contributed to China’s ability to project its power
beyond the South China Sea and into Southeast Asia.
Because of that, this military and strategic component
can be and is considered by some as being part of the
Belt and Road Initiative. As a result, Prof. Batongbacal
believes that the BRI should not only be seen as a purely
economic and infrastructural driven initiative but as a
component of this overall strategy.
Southeast Asia now finds itself at the centre of this new
international order – Pax Sinica – being laid out over
what the United States built through its trade networks.
Prof. Batongbacal even describes the region as ‘ground
zero’ for the change in the rule-based international order.
However, according to Prof. Batongbacal the problem is
that initial signs of where this new order is going aren’t
‘particularly nice’, with indicators pointing towards the
possible emergence of neo-colonial relations between
unequal nation-states with autocratic values. There’s
also a distinct possibility that regulated trade between
state-controlled economies will be encouraged by the
BRI which could easily become a network of statecontrolled economic treaties, supported by China.
Based on initial trends, Prof. Batongbacal also believes
that this new international order will be anchored in
unilateralism and power politics, dominating over
international law and institutions.

The Philippines: a maritime stepping stone for the BRI
ASEAN will need over 2.8 trillion dollars over the next
25 years to support its connectivity projects and
plans. As part of ASEAN, the Philippines itself will
need about 183 billion dollars and, as announced by
the government, will devote 7.3% of its GDP just to
infrastructure. However, Prof. Batongbacal claims that
economic managers in the country, opportunistic as
they are, ‘do not see this money coming from anywhere
else than from China’ and that they will want to ‘take
advantage’ of the funding opportunities created by the
BRI, a ‘fluid concept’ comparable to a Rorschach test
that is hard to accurately pin down. This is in part why
the Duterte administration made its pivot to China and
‘openly touted the economic benefits from China in form
of infrastructure projects and finances as being more
important than even the stakes in the maritime dispute’.
On the other hand, China’s interests in the Philippines
are very limited. The Philippines wasn’t even initially
included in the BRI before China eventually decided that
the country could play the role of a ‘maritime stepping
stone’ and a ‘new branch of the new maritime silk road’
connecting the BRI in the East and South and started
to examine the possibility of financing port projects
in the country. Lately, this interest has been focusing
almost exclusively on the southern city of Davao, which
so happens to also be Duterte’s hometown. In 2017,
Davao hosted an unannounced resupply of at least
two Chinese cargo aircrafts heading to Australia and
New Zealand as well as two visits of satellite monitoring
vessels. For Prof. Batongbacal, this appears to be the
direction the BRI is heading for in the Philippines, at
least for now.
A debt trap?
Despite the government’s official policy of friendship
towards China, concerns remain amongst the
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bureaucracy and the lower levels of government who
are still grappling with the issue of what the BRI is.
The fear of a debt trap is of particular concern, most
notably because of the experience of Sri Lanka and
Hambantota Port which generated quite a lot of
scepticism within the public as well as the government
bureaucracy and economists, who have taken the issue
‘very seriously’. Resulting from this concern, there has
been a ‘bureaucratic pushback’ against China’s projects
in the Philippines. In fact, out of the $24bn worth of
Chinese-funded projects announced by the government
in 2016, only $230m have actually been approved to this
date. Furthermore, according to Prof. Batongbacal, the
problem seems to be that China finds it hard to comply
with the ‘strong policies and rules’ that the Philippines
has put up precisely in order to prevent falling into a
debt trap, after already battling to come out of the debts
contracted under the Marcos administration in the
1970s. Notably, the Memorandum of Understanding
on the BRI signed between the Philippines and China
in November 2017, emphasises particularly on the
respect of territorial integrity and sovereignty, and on
the respect of national laws, regulations and policies,
which highlights a certain uncertainty regarding China’s
intentions.

In spite of all that, the leadership continues to push
for deeper economic ties with China, particularly
regarding infrastructural projects. For instance, after
the government announced that it wanted a third
telecommunications player to break the duopoly that
has been established in the telecoms market, the
contract was granted to China Telecom. Another
interesting example of this effort is a deal that carries a
worrying potential despite going under the radar at the
time. Indeed, the so-called Safe Philippines project that
plans to install CCTV cameras all over metro-Manilla
to monitor citizens for law-enforcement purposes was
also given to China. Furthermore, there is still an effort
to get China to invest in the internet backbone of the
country – a project that will undoubtedly be listed as
BRI when it eventually comes through, concludes Prof.
Batongbacal.

POGOs, UNESCO and public pushbacks

The BRI is too big to fail

Another concern which has triggered a more public
pushback, rather than bureaucratic, are issues
surrounding labour. Recently, there has been an influx
of illegal Chinese workers through the Philippine
Offshore Gaming Operators (POGOs), arguably ‘one of
the most successful employment programmes of the
Philippines’, which allows Chinese gaming companies,
illegal in China, to set up shop in the country. On top
of the 50 thousand known alien work permits issued
by the department of Labour, the Philippine Senate
found out that out of the 3.2 million tourist visas issued
to Chinese tourists, many were converted into working
visas. Catching the public eye, this triggered social
problems and public concerns over the number of
Chinese workers finding employment in online gambling
establishments, with locals complaining about the high
rental rates and rowdiness of some of these Chinese
workers.

Coming from Brussels, Bruno Hellendorf starts his
presentation by stating that, unlike some policy makers
at the EU would like to believe, the BRI ‘is not a ChinaEurope thing’ and that Europe is in fact just ‘at the end
of the road’. The ‘brainchild of President Xi Jinping’,
the BRI, is also neither ‘a spreadsheet of projects’ nor a
mere ‘bulldozer’; it clearly has political capital all over it
and policy coordination is its ‘first principle’. New voices
in China itself have been questioning the sustainability
of the BRI, emphasising the fact that the BRI represents
actually a lot of Chinese money going abroad for projects
that, economically and financially speaking, do not
have high return rates. Furthermore, for many partner
countries, as we have seen earlier, the BRI is turning into
a debt trap, ‘pure and simple’, to the point that some
European diplomats have gone on record saying that
‘the BRI is part of Chinese attempt to re-instore Imperial
China’s tributary system’. We are now in a situation
where, for China, the BRI is ‘too big to fail’ and has to
deliver on its promises, certainly in Europe, but in its
neighbourhood first. A significant market, Indonesia is
also an important symbol at a crucial strategic location;
it is even where the 21st century maritime Silk Road was
first announced by Xi Jinping in October 2013.

Pushbacks have also come from an environmental
perspective with certain projects raising eyebrows
amongst activists and locals. This was notably the case
for the Kaliwa dam in eastern Quezon province. Both a
priority for China in the Philippines, and a flagship water
project for Duterte’s “Build, Build, Build” programme,
the Chinese-funded dam is the same project that was
already controversial during the 1970s when it was
World Bank-funded which led to the Bank to come up
with its first ever policy on indigenous people leading
to the creation of the requirement for its Environmental
and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA). Another example
of this was the planned construction of the Chinesefunded Binondo-Intramuros Bridge across the Pasig
River in Manila which was opposed by locals as it was
deemed too close to the San Agustin Church listed on
the UNESCO World Heritage List.

Indonesia and the BRI

Who doesn’t want Chinese money?
Indonesia looks at the BRI mainly as an economic
opportunity. ‘Who doesn’t want Chinese money
after all?’ asks Bruno Hellendorf. Even French and
Europeans do, and Indonesia desperately needs foreign
investment. It has well been established that Indonesia
has tremendous needs in terms of infrastructure
investments; according to the World Bank, the country
has a financing debt vis-à-vis other emerging economies
of 1.5 trillion dollars, and out of the 400 billion dollars
needed up to 2020, only 30% will be covered by the
state. As a result, securing foreign investments has
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been a ‘consistent goal of Jokowi ever since he took
up office’. For instance, he instructed the investment
coordinating board to have the screening mechanism
for foreign investments shrunk to as little as possible:
investment permits can now be granted in no more than
three hours. Jokowi was also one of the heads of states
at the first BRI summit and met Xi Jinping every time
he could to promote Chinese investment in the country.
As a result, China has become Indonesia’s first trading
partner since 2013, and, depending on the sources,
second investment partner in the country since 2017
– for comparative purposes, the EU is only Indonesia’s
fourth trading partner. According to the head of the
investment coordinating body, ‘the trend is clear; it is a
mathematical trend that is here to stay’.
The Jakarta-Bandung high-speed railway
Indonesia has made it clear that they want BRI
investments but insisted that they wanted them
concentrated in special economic zones situated in
four specific locations: namely, in north Sumatra, north
Kalimantan, north Sulawesi and, to a lesser extent, in
Bali, where it is more of an issue. What is important to
note is that these four corridors are outside the main
island of Java, capital for electoral reasons, and that
the goal is to create ‘ten new “Balis”’ to boost tourism.
The Jakarta-Bandung high-speed railway is, according
to Bruno Hellendorf, a ‘wonderful example’ of what is
and isn’t BRI in Indonesia. Started as a Japanese-funded
initiative for a Jakarta-Surabaya high-speed railway,
the project was then shortened by half and eventually
granted to China after a fierce bidding battle with Japan.
Substantially for China, this was a really important deal.
This was perhaps one of the very first times China
agreed to wave a state warranty on investments abroad,
meaning that it is a business-to-business model,
not a government-to-government one. As a result,
actual work on the railway has been much more delayed
that it would have been in any other places; the project
has been plagued by land ownership issues. Outside of
the four corridors previously mentioned, this project is,
as a result, not being referred to as part of the BRI by
the Indonesians, which really insets the caution shown
by some Southeast Asian countries regarding the BRI.
A political tightrope
For Bruno Hellendorf, Indonesian elites are arguably
‘walking a political tightrope’ which has to do with
domestic politics when it comes to the BRI. For policy
makers in the country, ‘not all Chinese investments are
BRI’. Luhut Pandjaitan, the Indonesian coordinating
minister for maritime affairs, actually set forward in very
explicit terms four conditions that Chinese investments
in the BRI should meet in Indonesia:
- First, they should use the best available environmental
technology;
- Second, Chinese companies should hire local workers
and not allocate more than one fifth (sometimes one
forth) of the workforce to Chinese workers;
- Third, have a positive impact on local economic
conditions and facilitate growth at the local level through
the building of upstream and downstream facilities;

- Forth, they must guarantee a certain level of technology
transfers.
However, the ever-increasing shadow of the April 2019
elections, which will in many ways resemble the 2014
elections between Jokowi and Prabowo, is looming
over the debate as Chinese investments have been
used and seized by political entrepreneurs for their
own specific individual gains. For instance, riding on
the public pushbacks against some Chinese projects,
Prabowo and his vice-president pick, Sandiaga Uno,
have actually said throughout their campaign that, if
elected, they will review Chinese investments and deals
in the country – echoing Mahathir’s rhetoric during his
campaign (cf. supra).
As a result, Bruno Hellendorf argues that Jokowi stakes
much of his re-election bid on two things: infrastructure
development and economic growth, and Islamic
credentials. Indeed, with identity politics on the rise in
Indonesia, having Islamic credentials embodied by his
vice-president pick Ma’ruf Amin, an Islamic scholar, is
becoming necessary. Fuelled by Probowo’s party, there
is a mounting nationalist sentiment among Indonesians,
and Jokowi knows he will be attacked on it and that
the Chinese investments in the country he condoned
and promoted will become a central issue to the political
debate as the general elections approach.
Maritime fulcrums and strategic conundrums
Finally, for policy makers in Jakarta, the BRI constitutes
a ‘strategic conundrum’ addressing the many possible
aims and purposes of the Initiative on the geostrategic
sphere. Since 2014, Jokowi’s ambitions have been
to, of course, develop infrastructure, but also to put
forward its own strategic concept concerning maritime
security: the Global Maritime Fulcrum (GMF), inspired
by Indonesia’s past maritime kingdoms such as
Majapahit, which aims at reviving the maritime identity
in the country and to promote domestic development
(shipping, ports, fishing…), as well as regional stability.
For Bruno Hellendorf, Jokowi arguably saw the value
of the BRI and used it to support its GMF to the point
that some Indonesian elites can be heard talking about
‘BRI-GMF’ (or GMF-BRI) to emphasise the point that it
is Indonesia who’s ‘in control’. The problem, however, is
that the GMF is not delivering. Despite strong leadership
provided by Luhut Pandjaitan, it still faces governance
issues due to ‘turf wars’ between different civil and
military institutions. Secondly, if Indonesia imports more
and more military hardware from China, the quality and
numbers are still far from what the country imports from
the UK, the US, and the Republic of Korea, and Chinese
equipment is not influential enough in Indonesia to be
wielded as an instrument of power, not yet at least.
As a cynical anecdote, Bruno Hellendorf reminds us of
the time, when Chinese-made C-705 missiles bought
by Indonesia failed to fire and ‘quite literally backfired’
during a military exercise in full view of President Jokowi,
who was present.
An underwhelming South China Sea policy
Despite being portraying itself as a non-claimant state
in the South China Sea disputes, Indonesia acted as an
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importer broker and was a strong advocate for a Code
of Conduct and the rule of law. However, since Jokowi
took power, the South China Sea policy of Indonesia
has been ‘quite underwhelming’, according to Bruno
Hellendorf. Without abandoning the policy all together,
the country puts a lot less effort and energy in defending
it. In addition of symbolically renaming part of its own
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) in the South China Sea
‘North Natuna Sea’, Indonesia did however reinforce its
military infrastructure in the Natuna islands by putting
air-defence systems and by possibly deploying there
a new missile system acquired from Norway in the
near future. Regarding the US-led Free and Open
Indo-Pacific Strategy, Indonesia’s reaction was also
deemed as ‘underwhelming’ by many as the country
saw this new strategy as possibly veering away from the
region diplomatic impetuous of ASEAN and posturing
more competition in the region. Hoping to maintain its
position of broker of great power relations in the region,
Indonesia did not welcome this new strategy as ‘a step
in the right direction’, at least for its own diplomacy.
Bruno Hellendorf nevertheless believes that Indonesia
will eventually come to terms with it, and its strategic
conundrum.

why Southeast Asia and the Belt and Road Initiative are
so important to Paris.
The BRI: a mixing table for all the pillars of power
According to Col. Michel Poledri, as a member of the
Armed Forces, the BRI is ‘the perfect expression of what
should be an integrated and comprehensive strategy at
the global level’. All the ‘pillars of power’ are used and
wielded on ‘a kind of mixing table’ to secure China’s
economic, diplomatic, even cultural and of course,
military objectives. Furthermore, China is engaged in
an ambivalent competition and direct confrontation with
the US on the world stage to determine ‘who will be the
first power in 2049’. This arguably explains the use of
unilateralism in the decisions: ‘the economic war is just
an expression of this confrontation’. It is ambivalent, of
course, because they are at the same time competitors
and economic partners. The problem for France, and
arguably the rest of the world, is that this competition
puts in question all the international order based on
multilateralism and the rule of law that was built after the
Second World War.
Southeast Asia, at the crossroad…

Concluding Remarks – France in all that
Concluding what has been a very insightful and
comprehensive seminar led by a distinguished panel,
Col. Michel Poledri, Head of the Asia-Oceania and
South America Bureau in the General Directorate for
International Relations and Strategy (DGRIS) of the
French Ministry for the Armed Forces, shared his vision
of the ‘big things at stake, from the strategic point of
view’. Without mincing his words, he argues that what
is going on in Southeast Asia with the Belt and Road
Initiative will undoubtedly design the future of the 21st
century.
The heart of the very strategic Indo-Pacific
Southeast Asia is not only part, but at the heart of a
bigger area that extends from the eastern shores of
Africa to the western coast of the Americas; namely, the
Indo-Pacific. This ‘very strategic region’ concentrates
60% of the world’s population, more than one-third of its
economic flows, the biggest risks of natural disasters, six
nuclear powers, as well as the highest-rate of expense
on military equipment over the last ten years. Indeed,
different parameters of the equation are interesting
from a strategic standpoint. For Col. Michel Poledri,
if we agree to consider that the geostrategic context
is shrinking as a result of globalisation, ‘everything that
will happen in this area will have a direct consequence
on Europe and on France’. It is therefore crucial to fully
know and understand what is going on in this very
strategic area. This is of course enhanced by the fact
that ‘France is a nation of the Indo-Pacific’ by the 1.5
million French citizens living there on French territories,
in the southern Indian Ocean and the Pacific. This is

If Southeast Asia is just a small part of the confrontation,
it is currently ‘the most central’. The tensions in the
South China Sea are just an expression of the frictions
that are happening globally. Being at the very centre of
the Indo-Pacific region, Southeast Asia, from the South
China Sea to the Malacca Straits, is a ‘crossroad’,
and not just from a material point of view; at the heart
of the ring of fire, it is also at the crossroad of natural
risks. Furthermore, Southeast Asia is central to the
issue of progressive and permanent erosion of the
natural environment which has direct consequences
on the human activities, such as the emergences of
illegal fishers and illegal trafficking which destabilise the
region and jeopardise other interests. Southeast Asia
is also a crossroad of transnational threats and power
confrontations.
A big game of go
For Col. Michel Poledri, it is much like a ‘world-scale big
game of go’ where Southeast Asia is the board, and
China has played first… as in the game of go, you win
by denying freedom to isolated stones, and in order to
avoid that, you need to have partners and to be linked.
The need for partnerships in and out of Southeast
Asia is getting more crucial every day. Advocating for
multilateralism in the face of increasing unilateralism,
Col. Michel Poledri believes that, despite historical
disputes and cultural differences, Southeast Asian likeminded countries must join together behind a pragmatic
bottom-up realistic approach, ‘if they want to be able to
influence their destiny’. In that way, France, as a member
of this Indo-Pacific2 area, is ‘ready to play its role’.

This report has been prepared by Tom Eisenchteter for
Asia Centre.
2 - Pour plus d’information, voir : DGRIS, France and Security in
the Indo-Pacific, Paris, DICOD (2018), 20 p.
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