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after the turmoil of reformasi (reform) and democratic transition that started in 
May 1998 began to subside, Indonesia has shown an eagerness once again to play 
a more active role in foreign policy. such desire was clearly expressed in 2003 
when, during Megawati soekarnoputri’s presidency, Indonesia proposed the idea 
of an asean security community (asc) as a new platform for cooperation 
among the 10 members of the association of southeast asian nations (asean). 
During her final months in power, President Megawati also tried to contribute to 
the resolution of the nuclear problem in the Korean peninsula.

under President susilo Bambang yudhoyono, Indonesia’s foreign policy has 
even appeared to be more active. the president hosted the 50th anniversary 
of the asia-africa conference in april 2005 and proposed a new strategic 
partnership among asian and african nations. his government has also 
made it known that Indonesia wanted to provide positive contributions to the 
resolution of problems in the Middle east, especially in Palestine and then in 
Iraq. Indonesia was also quick in offering to take part in the un peacekeeping 
mission in lebanon by contributing a large contingent to the effort.

Indonesia has also engaged in a series of regional initiatives. For example, it 
has actively campaigned for a more democratic environment in southeast asia. 
In november 2004, Indonesia managed to persuade other asean members to 
agree on the need for asean countries to move toward democracy. Indonesia 
has also been very active in trying to persuade the military junta in Myanmar to 
change, by moving toward democracy and respect for human rights. Indonesia 
also insisted that an asean human rights body should be established; an idea 
that has been included in the recently signed asean charter. Foreign Minister 
hassan Wirayuda even clearly stated that Indonesia is now a democracy and 
has the obligation to reflect democratic values onto the region.

on another front, Indonesia has also declared that the nature of Indonesia’s 
Islam as a moderate force would serve as an asset in foreign policy. Indonesia 
wants to project itself as a moderating force in the Muslim world and play 
a bridging role between the Muslim world and the West. this, among other 
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things, has been manifested in the initiative in 2006 to set 
up an Islamic advisory council between Indonesia and 
the united Kingdom tasked with a formidable mission of 
promoting a moderate form of Islam in both countries. an 
initiative to bring shiite and sunni Muslim scholars from 
all over the world to Indonesia in april 2007 to discuss 
ways to bring an end to the sectarian conflict in Iraq was 
also based on the desire by Indonesia to play such a role. 
over the last three years, Indonesia has been an active 
promoter of regional and global interfaith dialogues. 

Do all these initiatives reflect a fundamental change in 
Indonesia’s foreign policy in the post-reformasi era? It 
can be argued that while some changes are clearly under 
way, there are limits within which the desire to project new 
foreign policy aspirations could be attained.

Changes in Foreign Policy

three changes are important to note. First, Indonesia’s 
foreign policy now operates within a new context of 
domestic policymaking. unlike during the authoritarian rule 
of President suharto (1967–1998), the current government 
can no longer ignore peoples’ aspirations and views in 
formulating and conducting foreign policy. In the context 
of Indonesia’s democratization process, foreign policy now 
has to be formulated within a complex power structure 
where the government is no longer the dominant actor. 
as democracy begins to consolidate, the role of the public 
and nongovernmental actors has become increasingly 
more important. For a foreign policy initiative to be 
legitimate, the state is required to allow and incorporate 
the participation of the society and other stakeholders in 
policymaking. Within this new domestic power structure, 
the Foreign Ministry can no longer preserve its monopoly 
as the only institution where foreign policy is made. 

second, the intention to project democratic values in 
foreign policy is certainly new. Indonesia’s new identity 
as the third-largest democracy in the world has served as 
a hallmark that distinguishes it from other members of 
asean, with the Philippines as an exception. With the 
retreat of democracy in thailand after its military coup in 
september 2006, Indonesia has felt even more obliged to 
defend the fate and the merit of democracy in the region. 
Indonesia believes that southeast asian nations should 
over time become more democratic. 
third, Islam had never entered Indonesia’s foreign policy 
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as a determining factor.1 In fact, during suharto’s rule, the 
government did not allow foreign policy to be dictated 
by Islamic considerations. however, as Islam began to 
reclaim its place in domestic politics since 1998, its effect 
on Indonesia’s foreign policy has increased. Indeed, 
Indonesia’s foreign policy is now obliged to consider Islamic 
factors. however, Islam, in its moderate form, enters the 
vocabulary of Indonesia’s foreign policy as an asset. the 
expression of Islam in foreign policy is now formulated in 
terms of Indonesia’s image and role as a moderating voice 
within the Muslim world and between the Muslim world 
and the rest.

the ongoing initiatives pursued by Indonesia’s government 
reflect a number of changes in Indonesia’s foreign policy 
that are too important to be ignored. however, such changes 
are still elusive because they are sought within the limits 
imposed by persistent domestic weaknesses.
 
Domestic Weaknesses

Domestic weakness is first and foremost reflected in the 
never-ending process of nation building. the challenges 
are overwhelming. Indeed, even after more than 60 years of 
independence, Indonesia continues to struggle to overcome 
the daunting challenges of nation building. the surge of 
communal violence, the spate of separatist conflicts, and the 
problem of religious radicalism and terrorism, for example, 
have undermined the image of the young democracy 
in the eyes of regional partners. Within such domestic 
predicaments, the desire to project the values of democracy 
into foreign policy often invites cynical questions from 
regional partners regarding the viability and the quality of 
Indonesia’s democracy. Within that context, the credibility 
of including democracy promotion in Indonesia’s foreign 
policy has also been met with cynical scrutiny and even 
scornful responses not only from some regional partners 
but also from within Indonesia itself.

second, domestic weakness has been evident in the slow 
progress of economic recovery. More than 10 years since the 
economic crisis of 1997, Indonesia’s economy continues to 
face tremendous problems. With economic growth hovering 
around 5 percent annually, the unemployment rate remains 

1 For a comprehensive discussion on Islam in Indone-
sia’s foreign policy, see rizal sukma, islam in indone-
sian foreign Policy (london: routledge, 2003).



high. Foreign direct investment (FdI) has been lacking, 
and, in fact, the outflow of FDI has been taking place in 
an alarming rate. the lack of investment in infrastructure 
and transportation has only made things worse. on top of 
all these problems, around 20 percent of the population 
still lives under the poverty line. the international and 
regional aspirations that Indonesia wants to project are 
always constrained by the reality of economic weaknesses 
at home.

third, domestic weakness also manifests itself in the form 
of enduring conflict between confidence deficits on the 
one hand and the illusion of size on the other. Indonesia 
believes that it deserves respect due to its nature as the 
largest country in southeast asia. however, due to domestic 
weaknesses—as reflected in the fragile nature of national 
cohesiveness and limited economic progress—Indonesia 
is also constantly wary of any possible external forces 
trying to aggravate its weaknesses. this mentality often 
finds its clearest manifestation in Indonesia’s suspicion and 
resentment of any possible external intervention, not only 
in its domestic affairs but also in the affairs of its immediate 
external environment of southeast asia. In other words, 
Indonesia often finds itself oscillating between “a sense 
of regional entitlement”2 on the one hand and a sense of 
irritation for not always being able to achieve its desired 
state of affairs on the other.

Elements of Continuity

domestic weaknesses in turn preserve elements of 
continuity in Indonesia’s foreign policy. First, Indonesia’s 
new foreign policy initiatives in southeast asia could be 
seen as a reflection of “a sense of regional entitlement.” 
despite its formidable domestic problems, Indonesia 
continues to feel that it is entitled to exercise a leading role 
in shaping not only the future course of asean but also 
the direction of regional politics. this is not merely derived 
from Indonesia’s own interests in the region but also 
dictated by the expectations of other asean members. 
Indonesia’s proposal on the need for asean to become a 
security community, for example, should be understood as 
a positive manifestation of a sense of regional entitlement.

second, Indonesia’s sense of entitlement in southeast asia’s 
regional politics continues to be reflected in its anxiety over 
any possible attempt by extraregional powers—perceived or 
otherwise—to dictate terms of regional relations. although 

2 Michael liefer, indonesia’s foreign Policy (austra-
lia: allen & unwin, 1983).

the relationship with China has improved significantly since 
1998, Indonesia continues to express its anxiety over the 
long-term intentions of Beijing in southeast asia. at the 
same time, Indonesia does not wish to see southeast asia 
become a theater for a china-Japan or china-u.s. rivalry.

third, despite growing pressure to do otherwise, Indonesia’s 
foreign policy establishment continues to resist any demand 
that the conduct of foreign relations should be based on 
Islamic considerations. Indeed, the conduct of Indonesia’s 
foreign policy has never been expressed in terms of 
coreligionist solidarity. It is meant to serve national interests 
at home rather than the interests of fellow Muslim states 
somewhere else. the fact that Islam is a majority religion 
in the country has not obliged Indonesia to tilt its foreign 
relations toward Muslim states in the Middle east. the 
focus of Indonesia’s foreign policy remains on east asia 
and the West, especially the united states. Indeed, even 

though Indonesia has been critical of u.s. policy in the 
Middle east, Jakarta continues to stress good relations with 
Washington as a priority in foreign policy. While it appeared 
to have paid more attention to an improvement of relations 
with the Middle east, the real actions of Indonesia’s foreign 
policy are still to be found within east asia.

What directions then will Indonesia’s foreign policy take in 
the years to come? as the preceding discussion suggests, 
Indonesia’s foreign policy will likely continue to travel on 
the same path it has been travelling over the last 40 years. 
at the normative level, it will continue to project an active 
and independent foreign policy. at an empirical level, that 
ideal would have to be balanced within the desire to change 
and the limits within which those changes could be attained. 
consequently, Indonesia’s foreign policy will continue to 
produce both elements of change and continuity, depending 
on its ability to address persistent domestic weaknesses. 
after all, the effects of domestic factors on Indonesia’s 
foreign policy have always been striking.
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SoutheASt ASIA tImelIne oF eventS 

May 2, 2008: cyclone nargis hits Burma. see major Regional Developments.
May 4, 2008: The finance ministers of ASEAN, China, Japan, and Korea agree to set up an $80- billion emergency relief 
fund to combat potential regional financial crises. The agreement will help countries deal with potential liquidity shortfalls 
and is a step closer to the establishment of an asian monetary fund.
May 5, 2008: Indonesian police announce the arrest of Faiz Fauzan, a key member of Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). Fauzan 
helped plan the 2005 Bali bombing and was a close associate of southeast asia’s most wanted terrorist, noordin Muham-
mad top. 
May 7, 2008: Vietnam, laos, and cambodia launch the Vietnam-laos-cambodia economic cooperation and develop-
ment Association in a meeting in Hanoi. The association is designed to boost the efficiency of economic cooperation 
among the three countries by gathering opinions on economic strategies and by organizing forums. the organization cur-
rently has 500 member organizations and enterprises and aims to double that number by 2012. 

SoutheASt ASIA polICy In FoCuS

▪  U.S. trade representative Susan Schwab met Indonesian trade minister Mari Pangestu on the sidelines of a three-
day meeting on the u.s.-asean trade and Investment Framework (tIFa) held in Bali, Indonesia, from May 1–4. 
details on the meeting are available here.

▪  On May 8, U.S. ambassador for ASEAN affairs Scot Marciel met ASEAN secretary-general Surin Pitsuwan for 
the first time in Marciel’s new capacity. The official press release is available here.

▪  USAID administrator Henrietta Fore travelled to Bangkok and Rangoon on May 11–13 to coordinate relief efforts 
for cyclone-damaged Myanmar. Her briefing and observations following her trip are available here.

▪  The House Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, and the Global Environment held a hearing on May 15 regarding 
u.s. efforts to aid victims of agent orange in Vietnam, including testimony by ambassador scot Marciel. Full tes-
timonies by Marciel and others are available here. 

▪  The Department of Defense opened its first-ever office in Vietnam on May 20 to serve the President’s Emergency 
Plan for aIds relief (PePFar) by providing education, treatment, and care to soldiers with hIV/aIds. details are 
available here.

▪  On May 20, the House Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, and the Global Environment held a hearing on the situ-
ation in Burma after cyclone nargis. Full testimonies are available here. 

▪  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Michael Mullen visited Indonesia on May 30 to meet with Indonesia 
armed forces (tnI) commander in chief general djoko santoso, defense Minster Juwono sudarsono, and others. 
More information is available here.

▪  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Michael Mullen and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates were among 
the attendees at the International Institute for strategic studies (IIss) shangri-la dialogue in singapore from May 
30 to June 1. The conference brought together defense chiefs from 16 nations along with hundreds of other official 
and nonofficial specialists from 27 participating countries. A full wrap-up of the gathering, including the meeting 
agenda as well as full transcripts of speeches and discussions at plenary sessions, is available here. a transcript of 
gates’s speech is available here.
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center for strategic and international studies   |   international security bulletin

May 8, 2008: the 27th annual cobra gold military exer-
cise hosted by thailand begins. Indonesia, Japan, singa-
pore, and the united states participate in a wide variety 
of field training and humanitarian relief exercises (several 
u.s. vessels departed early in a failed attempt to assist 
Burma following cyclone nargis). cobra gold 2008’s 
offical website can be found here.
May 8, 2008: thai foreign minister nappadon Pattama 
announces that thailand is dropping its previous plan to 
create a rice cartel called the organization of rice export-
ing countries (orec) with other rice-exporting southeast 
Asian countries, citing fears of “worsening food security.” 
May 9, 2008: a sharia high court in the Malaysian state of 
Penang allows Muslim convert siti Fatimah tan abdul-
lah to revert to her original faith of Buddhism. this is the 
first time a living Muslim convert is allowed to renounce 
Islam in Malaysia. the decision comes in the face of dis-
content by ethnic minorities in Malaysia that sharia court 
authority is extended to non-Muslim religious affairs. 
May 10, 2008: Burma holds a nationwide referendum 
on its draft constitution as scheduled except in areas still 
declared natural disaster areas following cyclone nar-
gis. see major Regional Developments.
May 16, 2008: the Philippine government and exiled 
leaders of the communist-led national democratic Front 
(ndF) resume talks hosted by norway. the informal 
meeting was a bid to restart the fledgling peace process 
after talks with the communist Party of the Philippines 
(cPP) were called off four years ago by President gloria 
Macapagal-arroyo. the ndF’s chief negotiator luis Ja-
landoni says “13 impediments must be overcome” before 
formal negotiations can resume, including the removal of 
the cPP’s inclusion in foreign governments’ lists of ter-
rorist organizations and accountability for alleged human 
rights abuses by the government. 
May 19, 2008: Influential former Malaysian prime minis-
ter Mahathir Mohammad quits the ruling united Malays 
national organisation (uMno) in a bid to undermine the 
current government. Mahathir says he is protesting Prime 
Minister abdullah ahmad Badawi’s refusal to step down 
after uMno suffered heavy losses in March elections. 
Mahathir also urges uMno members to follow him; not 
a single uMno member of Parliament does.
May 20, 2008: the Moro Islamic liberation Front (MIlF), 
the Philippines’s largest Muslim rebel group, rejects gov-
ernment proposals for direct talks after five months of 
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stalled negotiations. MIlF spokesman Khaled Musa said 
this was due to the government’s unwillingness to include 
Malaysia as a broker in the process. 
May 23, 2008: the International court of Justice (IcJ) 
rules on a sovereignty dispute between Malaysia and sin-
gapore over a chain of three tiny rocky outcrops strategi-
cally located near the strait of Malacca. the court awards 
the main island to singapore, ruling that while Malaysia 
had initial sovereignty, its inaction for more than a century 
had basically turned rights over to singapore in 1980. a 
nearby islet, the Middle rocks, is awarded to Malaysia. 
May 25, 2008: the united states lifts a travel warning 
placed on Indonesia, citing “improvements made by In-
donesia in its current security situation.”
May 25, 2008: an international donor conference con-
venes in rangoon to address the humanitarian situation 
after cyclone nargis. see major Regional Developments.
May 27, 2008: Indonesia, Malaysia, and singapore of-
ficially implement the Cooperative Mechanism for the 
strait of Malacca and singapore, 26 years after the un 
convention on the law of the sea (unclos) was ad-
opted. the mechanism is an initiative under article 43 of 
unclos that aims to serve as a formal platform to pro-
mote voluntary cooperation between the littoral states 
and users of the strait to enhance safety of navigation 
and environmental protection of the strait. 
May 28, 2008: Indonesia withdraws from the organiza-
tion of Petroleum exporting countries (oPec), citing 
declining oil production and investment. see major Re-
gional Developments.
May 29, 2008: suspected Muslim extremists detonate 
a cell phone bomb outside a USAID office near a Phil-
ippine air base in Zamboanga, Mindanao, killing 2 and 
injuring 21 others. 
May 30, 2008: Jakrapob Penkair, the thai prime min-
ster’s office minister, who has been accused of insulting 
the country’s revered monarch, resigns in order to de-
fuse political tensions fueled by coup rumors. Penkair’s 
resignation comes amidst street protests in Bangkok, in-
creased criticism of the government by the army, and 
circulating rumors of a potential coup. 
May 30, 2008: Philippine president arroyo imposes a 
two-year national ban on the sale of rice farms in order 
to increase domestic production of grain in the face of 
rising world food prices. the move is expected to affect 
real estate developers and corporate farms. 
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MaJor regIonal deVeloPMents
....................................................................................................................................
Bad Times Turn Disastrous in Burma

The Disaster

cyclone nargis struck Burma’s Irrawaddy delta region 
and rangoon (yangon), its largest city, on May 2 to 3, 
killing between 63,000 and 101,000 people and leaving 
220,000 missing and 2.4 million badly affected, accord-
ing to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitar-
ian Affairs (OCHA) (whose official estimate dates from 
May 9 and has not been revised). although India warned 
Burma’s generals of the storm 48 hours before it struck, 
an evacuation was not organized. Poisoned wells, ruined 
grain, 200,000 draft animals killed, and damaged irriga-
tion canals in Burma’s fertile “rice belt” portend both 
short- and mid-term food crises.

Response and Access

although un agencies, large nongovernmental humani-
tarian organizations (ngos), and the governments of the 
united states, India, thailand, china, and others have of-
fered generous assistance, the government of Burma has 
been extremely reticent to allow foreign workers and aid 
into the country. as soon as the scope of the disaster was 
apparent, the u.s. government offered initial funds to as-
sist UN agencies and later pledged a total of $35.3 mil-
lion for emergency health, shelter, food, and water to be 
distributed by un and ngo partners, deployed a usaId 
disaster assistance response team (usaId/dart) to 
Bangkok in anticipation of distributing relief inside the 
country, and sent three u.s. warships loaded with relief 
supplies to the waters just south of Burma. despite the 
offers of assistance—and some suggestions that aid be 
dropped from aircraft without permission under the un 
principle of “responsibility to protect”—the junta contin-
ues to be extremely slow to issue visas to aid workers, de-
spite visits by un secretary-general Ban Ki-Moon, u.s. 
Pacific Commander Admiral Keating, and Thai prime 
minister samak sundaravej, among others. 

although the junta on May 12 allowed some u.s. depart-
ment of Defense C-130 flights into Rangoon from Thai-
land’s utapao airbase, it has not allowed u.s. government 
officials to directly distribute supplies to affected areas. 
on May 19, the junta reached an agreement with asean 
following a foreign ministers meeting in singapore that 
asean will coordinate the relief effort in the country. 
On May 24, the junta pledged it would allow “all” aid 
workers into the country and would participate in a May 
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25 un donors conference, although conference pledges 
turned out to be underwhelming due to concerns that the 
junta would siphon off relief funds and goods; only $42.5 
million in new pledges came out of the meeting. By month’s 
end, the usaId/dart team remained in Bangkok and in-
ternational donors continued to wait for assurances of access 
before committing large amounts of assistance. Meanwhile, 
the Burmese government had begun evicting homeless vic-
tims from relief centers and forcing victims to do menial 
labor in exchange for food and shelter.

Politics as Usual

despite the devastation of cyclone nargis on May 2 to 3, 
the Burmese junta continued with its plans to hold a May 
10 referendum on a new constitution that would entrench its 
power for the foreseeable future. the junta delayed the vote 
until May 24 in cyclone-affected regions. after the votes 
were tallied, the junta claimed 98 percent turnout with 92 
percent voting in favor of the pact. campaigning and voting 
were tightly controlled. Few if any neutral observers gave 
the poll any credibility as representing the will of the Bur-
mese people. the referendum is part of the government’s 
seven-step roadmap to what it calls “discipline-flourishing 
democracy.” the next step, according to the junta, will be a 
multiparty election in 2010.

on May 27, the junta extended aung san suu Kyi’s house 
arrest for the sixth consecutive year.         (continued on pg 5)

SoutheASt ASIA 
mISCellAneouS FACtS

▪ Although China is rapidly becoming a key trading 
partner for Indonesia, it remains Indonesia’s fourth-
largest export market following Japan, singapore, and 
the united states.

▪ The vast majority of Indonesia’s exports to China are 
natural resources and low value-added goods. Indonesia 
primarily imports manufactured goods from china.

▪ Indonesia is the world’s eighth-largest exporter of 
natural gas.

▪ In 1667, the Dutch traded Run Island, a three-square 
kilometer island in the Banda sea in the current 
Indonesian province of Maluku, to the english for 
Manhattan.
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eventS to wAtCh For In June

June 1: the asean emergency rapid assessment 
team (erat) will begin deployment into rangoon and 
other cyclone-affected areas in Burma. 

June 2: defense secretary robert gates will visit thailand.  

June 2: chairman of the Joint chiefs of staff admiral 
Michael Mullen will visit the Philippines.

June 2–7: The final round of the ASEAN-Australia–
new Zealand Free trade agreement (aanZFta) 
negotiations will be held in hanoi, Vietnam. the 
agreement is expected to be completed by august. 

June 15–16: the 17th World economic Forum on 
east asia will convene in Kuala lumpur, Malaysia, to 
discuss key regional and global challenges including 
climate change and financial market volatility. 

June 16–20: the asean+3 Forum on nuclear energy 
safety workshop and the east asia summit (eas) 
workshop on biofuels will be held in Bangkok. More 
than 300 energy experts will participate in the meetings, 
which are part of an effort to demonstrate the viability of 
sustainable and alternative energy forms for asean and 
east asia. 

June 16–20: assistant secretary of commerce for 
trade Promotion Israel hernandez will lead a trade 
mission to Vietnam focused on helping u.s. companies 
launch or increase their export business in the country. 

Indonesia’s Sticky Economic Troubles

May was a turbulent month for the Indonesian economy. 
the destructive nexus of rising food prices, high oil pric-
es, and rampant inflation forced Jakarta to make a massive 
cut in fuel subsidies on May 24, causing a 33.3 percent 
rise in premium gasoline and 27.9 percent rise for die-
sel fuel. thousands of protestors demonstrated across the 
country in response, following and building on demon-
strations over rising food prices from earlier in the month. 
some observers fear widespread political instability as a 
result, since reductions in fuel subsidies have caused mas-
sive problems for past Indonesian and southeast asian 
leaders in recent years. 

the decision therefore displayed political courage on the 
part of President susilo Bambang yudhoyono, especially 
in the lead-up to Indonesia’s 2009 presidential elections, 
in which these decisions are sure to feature prominently. 
nonetheless, President yudhoyono appeared to have lit-
tle choice but to take this action because subsidies were 
poised to destroy the national budget: in 2008, subsi-
dies were set to consume 13 percent of total government 
spending. cash handouts to the nation’s poor are planned 
to ease suffering, but it remains to be seen if this will pla-
cate the masses. While macroeconomic growth rates re-
main reasonably healthy, the nation’s poor are struggling 
to make ends meet. 

on May 28, Jakarta withdrew from the organization of 
Petroleum exporting countries (oPec), coming to terms 
with becoming a net oil importer. Indonesia’s withdrawal 
from oPec has been blamed on lackluster oil exploration 
efforts, the failure to upgrade its drilling and refining fa-
cilities, and lagging investment due to its massive bureau-
cracy and weak judicial system. These deficiencies have 
combined to produce the nation’s lowest oil production 
level in 30 years, less than 1 million barrels per day. In 
the end, Indonesia’s leaders realized its interests in lower 
oil prices were not compatible with oPec’s interest in 
higher prices. Meanwhile, natural gas remains a signifi-
cant Indonesian export.

Major regional developments, continued
...............................................................
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