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On February 1, 2021, the Armed Forces of Myanmar, known as the 
Tatmadaw, detained Aung San Suu Kyi, state counsellor, and other 
senior members of the government and ruling party in objection to 
the general election process the previous year. Following this, the 
State Administrative Council (SAC) took complete control of the 
country. The Provisional Government, established in August and led 
by Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the commander-in-chief of the 
Defence Services, serving as prime minister, insists that they will end 
the State of Emergency by August 2023 and hold a general election 
thereafter. In April, democratic groups who oppose the coup d’état 
formed the National Unity Government (NUG) and civil resistance 
throughout the country has resulted in more than 1,300 deaths due 
to crackdowns by security forces. As the NUG calls for fighting 
against the Tatmadaw and armed clashes between ethnic armed 
organizations (EAOs) and the military have rekindled, the state of 
affairs in the country demonstrates a revival of national military rule 
with the possibility that the situation may escalate into a civil war. 
With United Nations diplomacy stalled due to opposition from China 
and Russia, the dispatch of a special envoy of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), who was expected to mediate, 
did not materialize since he was not allowed to meet with State 
Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi under detainment. The association 
refused to invite Senior General Min Aung Hlaing to the ASEAN 
Summit in response, taking measures to apply increased pressure.

In the South China Sea, ASEAN and China came to a tentative 
agreement in August on the Preamble for the Code of Conduct (COC) 
in the South China Sea they are negotiating surrounding security in 
the region, but progress on the remainder of the document remains 
unclear. The United Kingdom and France, both of which hold 
interests in the Indo-Pacific, have dispatched naval vessels on long-
distance missions to increase their involvement in the region, calling 
at ports in numerous Southeast Asian countries and engaging in 
joint training exercises. In the Philippines, the Rodrigo Duterte 
administration has adjusted its stance toward the United States and 
China based on changes in both domestic and international 
circumstances, including the situation in the South China Sea and 
the supply of novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) vaccines.

A number of Southeast Asian countries are also working to 
promote their domestic defense industries. Thailand is providing 
support for joint ventures with the private sector as well as export 
schemes, and Indonesia is moving forward with plans to establish 
a holding company to consolidate defense-related state-owned 
enterprises. Malaysia has added the development of local small- 
and medium-sized vendors as one of its offset policies to 
strengthen the foundation of its national economy, and the 
Philippines is going forward with measures to convert military 
reservations into ecozones to make effective use of them for the 
defense industry and other economic activity. 
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1. Issues surrounding Myanmar’s Political Upheaval

(1)  Execution of the Coup d’État and Establishment of the Provisional 

Government: The Logic of the Tatmadaw

The February 2021 coup d’état in Myanmar revived military rule and reduced 
to ashes the democratization process that had transitioned the country from a 
military to a civilian government over the course of nearly three decades. The 
path toward normalization is extremely uncertain, and the issue has serious 
implications for not only the country itself but also the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and regional security.

In the November 8, 2020 general election held in Myanmar, the ruling 
National League for Democracy (NLD) won 396 of the 476 seats in the lower and 
upper houses of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (Assembly of the Union), the country’s 
Parliament, securing a victory even greater than their prior win. Meanwhile, the 
Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP), an opposition party close to 
the Tatmadaw, won only 33 seats. Election observer missions affirmed that the 
election was held in a fair manner, including the mission dispatched from Japan.1 
Some opposition parties as well as the Tatmadaw had cited voter list errors and 
other problems prior to the election, and the USDP among others announced 
that they would not accept the results even after it was held. The Union Election 
Commission (UEC), however, refused to recognize these objections.

Before the new Parliament convened on February 1, 2021, the Tatmadaw 
pursued the issue of electoral fraud with greater intensity, though to no avail. 
Then, on January 31, it issued a statement citing over 10.5 million cases 
of potential fraudulent conduct, stating that such an electoral process was 
unacceptable and made clear its stance that “the Tatmadaw will do everything 
possible to adhere to the democratic norms of free and fair elections, as set out 
by the 2008 Constitution.”2

On the morning of February 1, the Tatmadaw detained (and later criminally 
prosecuted) State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi, President Win Myint, and other 

senior members of the government and the ruling party. Vice President Myint 
Swe, former member of the Tatmadaw who became acting president in President 
Win Myint’s absence, conferred authority over the three branches of government 
on Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the commander-in-chief of the Defence 
Services. The Tatmadaw then declared a nationwide State of Emergency that 
same day. The Presidential Order transferring power to the military explained 
that the UEC “had not only failed to properly perform their duties but also 
neglected to ensure [a] free, fair and transparent election,” which affects the 
sovereignty of a nation which “must be derived from the citizens.” It stated 
that refusal to address the concerns and calling Parliament were in violation of 
Article 417 of the Constitution, which provides that acts or attempts to take over 
the sovereignty by insurgency, violence, and “wrongful forcible means” shall 
cause the loss of the sovereignty of Myanmar and the unity of the of the ethnic 
nationalities in Myanmar. The Tatmadaw declared the State of Emergency on this 
basis, and the president “decided to utilize Article 418 (a) of the Constitution [...] 
which mandates the transferring of ‘Legislative, Judicial and Executive Powers’ 
to the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence Services.”3

That same day, Senior General Min Aung Hlaing gave notice of his policy 
priorities, later referred to as the Five-Point Road Map: 1) reconstituting the 
UEC and implementing its tasks, including the scrutiny of voter lists; 2) taking 
measures to prevent and manage the COVID-19 pandemic; 3) taking action to 
ensure the recovery of businesses from the impact of COVID-19; 4) restoring 
peace in line with the agreements set out in the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement 
(NCA); and 5) holding free and fair multiparty democratic elections after 
which State duties will be handed over to the winning party in accordance with 
democratic norms and standards.4 On February 2, the following day, he formed 
the State Administrative Council (SAC) as the new governing body under the 
State of Emergency in accordance with Article 419 of the Constitution and 
assumed the role of chair himself.5 Wunna Maung Lwin, a former member of 
the military who had served as minister of foreign affairs during the Thein 
Sein administration, was appointed as minister of foreign affairs once again 
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(hereinafter, “SAC foreign minister”).
The newly appointed UEC Chairman Thein Soe, a former general, moved 

forward with an investigation into the issue of electoral fraud, and on July 26, 
said in a statement that the results were annulled as the vote was held in violation 
of country’s constitution and electoral laws, resulting in an election that was 
not free and fair. The UEC claimed to have found over 11.3 million intentional 
irregularities in the voter lists, including voters without national ID cards as 
well as duplicate votes in which the same ID card numbers appeared on multiple 
ballots and further accused the NLD government of attempting to fraudulently 
“grab State power” by using pandemic-related restrictions on movement to limit 
opposition candidates’ campaign activities.6

On August 1, the SAC reconstituted its Management Committee comprised 
of Chairman Min Aung Hlaing and cabinet ministers into the Provisional 
Government “with the aim of easily, promptly and more effectively performing the 
State duties in accord with the adopted Five-Point Road Map,” and with the SAC 
chairman as its prime minister.7 In a speech, Chairman Min Aung Hlaing pointed 
out that it would take time to “create conditions to hold a free and fair multiparty 
general election,” the final objective of the State of Emergency. He explained that 
“according to Subsection (b) of Section 421, if one cannot accomplish the duties 
within one year of the emergency period,” which began in February 2021, the 
Constitution “permits only two extensions of the prescribed duration for a term 
of six months for each extension [...]. Then, we will take six months to prepare for 
the election according to the law. We will accomplish the provisions of the state 
of emergency by August 2023,” suggesting that the general election would be held 
thereafter. He raised the need to rectify systemic limitations causing delays in the 
time it takes to issue Citizenship Scrutiny Cards (CSCs) for those who have the 
right to cast votes but lack the requisite identification for voter registration as an 
example of one such condition for holding an election.8

In a speech on December 23, 2021, the chairman stated that the Tatmadaw 
would strive to hold a general election in August 2023 if possible, depending on 
the state of peace and stability in the country. At the same time, he asked for the 

public’s cooperation as CSCs had only been issued for 25% of eligible voters. He 
neglected, however, to provide an overview of the conditions for the election or an 
overall timetable. The threat of “the loss of the sovereignty of Myanmar” through 
“wrongful forcible means,” the grounds upon which the State of Emergency was 
declared, would be eradicated should the new conditions for holding a general 
election be put in place, but it is conceivable that a State of Emergency could 
be reinstated based on other items from the Five-Point Road Map, including 
measures against COVID-19 or failure to achieve peace with ethnic armed 
organizations (EAOs). It is thus unclear whether a general election will be held 
in a punctual manner in or after August 2023 as per the timeframe presented.

In this way, the Tatmadaw has sought to justify itself by insisting that electoral 
fraud is a national crisis threatening loss of sovereignty and that its actions were 
unavoidable, as well as by emphasizing that the transfer of power is temporary 
and was done lawfully pursuant to the provisions of the Constitution. In contrast, 
President Win Myint, facing prosecution, testified at his own trial that two 
generals who came to his residence on the morning of February 1 demanded he 
resign on the grounds of poor health, threatening him further harm if he were to 
refuse, casting doubt on the validity of the Tatmadaw’s claims.

(2) Establishment of a Rival Government by Democratic Groups

These actions by the Tatmadaw provoked strong opposition domestically from 
democratic groups, ordinary citizens, and EAOs that have long faced off against 
the military, leading them to form a rival government. The Tatmadaw, meanwhile, 
has been using increasingly harsh force to crack down against this resistance.

On February 1, 2021, a message was posted on the NLD Facebook account 
thought to have been prepared by Suu Kyi prior to her detainment saying the “actions 
of the military are actions to put the country back under a dictatorship,” calling 
on people “not to accept this, to respond and wholeheartedly to protest against 
the coup by the military.”9 NLD representatives elected in the general election 
took their own oath of office on February 4 and announced the establishment 
of the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH) the following 
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day. The CRPH gave a 
statement saying that they 
“will not recognise any 
institutions […] and the 
cabinet appointed by the 
military who seized power 
through an illegitimate 
coup,” insisting that as 
elected representatives 
they are duly mandated to 
select the presidents and 
appoint the new cabinet 
members in accordance 

with the Constitution, announcing to the international community that “only 
the government led by President U Win Myint is the official Government of the 
Republic of the Union of Myanmar,” and calling for “the unconditional release of 
those detained including the President of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 
and the State Counsellor.”10

Civilians have demonstrated defiance against the Tatmadaw through the Civil 
Disobedience Movement (CDM), abandoning their workplaces and refusing to 
pay taxes, while also protesting in the streets in support of the NLD and CRPH 
and calling for the release of Suu Kyi and others being detained. The number 
of people participating in the protests being held daily around the country 
grew rapidly, with millions reported to have taken part in protests and general 
strikes on February 22.11 Then, on February 28, the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights announced that at least 18 people had 
been killed across the country as a result of gunfire and other wounds caused 
by security forces, shocking the world and prompting ASEAN and the United 
Nations (UN) to hold a series of discussions on how to respond. Large-scale 
protests continued on the streets through mid-April. Since then, they are said 
to have shifted to shorter guerrilla-style outbreaks due in part to the increase in 

casualties.12 However, the death toll resulting from security force crackdowns has 
continued to grow, reaching 1,384 as of the end of 2021 according to research by 
a local NGO.13

Democratic groups proceeded to organize throughout March,14 and on March 
31, the CRPH announced the enactment of the Federal Democracy Charter. 
The charter set forth the goals of eradicating dictatorship, abolishing the 2008 
Constitution, building a Federal Democracy Union, and establishing a public 
government, with elected parliamentarian representatives, political parties, Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) including those involved in the resistance, and 
EAOs to collaborate to establish an interim government alongside legislative and 
judiciary institutions, draft a new constitution in a Constitutional Convention, 
and hold a national referendum.15 Then, on April 16, the CRPH formed the 
National Unity Government (NUG) as said interim government, comprised of 
President Win Myint and State Counsellor Suu Kyi, who remain incarcerated, 
Vice President Duwa Lashi La, an ethnic Kachin, as well as Prime Minister 
Mahn Win Khaing Than, an ethnic Karen who served as speaker of the upper 
house until the coup, with 11 Union ministers and 12 deputy ministers serving 
under him.16

The Tatmadaw has taken measures to prohibit any moves by democratic 
groups to form a rival government. In a statement issued on March 5, the SAC 
gave repeated warnings not to conspire with the CRPH in any fashion. The SAC 
said that the CRPH violated the constitution in forming a government and illegal 
public administrative organizations, an act which constitutes high treason under 
the Penal Code and carries a statutory penalty of death, life imprisonment, or 
22 years of imprisonment, noting that the act of indirectly supporting the CRPH 
can also equate to 7 years’ imprisonment.17 Dr. Sasa, who was appointed as 
special envoy to the UN by the CRPH and is serving as its external spokesperson 
outside of the country, was then actually charged with high treason on March 
15, followed by then Active Vice President Mahn Win Khaing Than and Kyaw 
Moe Tun, permanent representative to the UN.18 On March 21, the Home Affairs 
Ministry further declared the CRPH and its related organizations “unlawful 

Protestors confronting the police holding shields with the 
word “people” written on them (Yangon, March 8, 2021) 
(©Aung Kyaw Htet/SOPA Images via ZUMA Wire/ Kyodo 
News Images)
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associations” under the Unlawful Associations Act, claiming that they pose 
harm to the peace, tranquility, and rule of law of Myanmar.19 The NUG was also 
designated as an unlawful association and its ministers indicted on charges of 
high treason in a similar fashion.20

On May 5, the NUG proclaimed it had established an armed organization 
known as the People’s Defence Force (PDF) as the forerunner to the future 
Federal Democratic Armed Forces envisioned by the Federal Democracy Charter. 
The NUG stated that SAC is committing war crimes through its “violent torture 
and killings, arbitrary arrest and detention of the people resisting the military 
dictatorship” as well as its use of “extreme force including air strikes and bombing 
of ethnic armed […] organizations and people working on federal democracy.” 
It noted that the NUG “has the responsibility to end...the violent actions, 
military aggression and hostilities of [the] military council.”21 In response, the 
government’s Anti-Terrorism Central Committee identified the CRPH, NUG, 
and PDF as terrorist organizations under the Anti-Terrorism Act with agreement 
from the SAC.22 Yee Mon, NUG defence minister, said that more than 8,000 PDF 
soldiers were to have completed training by the end of July.23 In addition to its 
own recruitment efforts, the PDF appears to be incorporating affiliate groups that 
have spontaneously emerged across different parts of the country as it gradually 
consolidates its structure, and is conducting military operations against the 
Tatmadaw as well as attacks against the police and other security force personnel 
and facilities in cooperation with EAOs.24 In a video address posted to Facebook 
on September 7, NUG Vice President Duwa Lashi La announced that the NUG 
had launched a people’s defensive war against the military junta, urged all of 
Myanmar’s citizens to revolt, and called for armed groups and EAOs across the 
country to attack the military. In an interview, the vice president emphasized that 
such actions are in self-defense to protect Myanmar’s citizens from massacre.25 
The NUG claims that attacks by the PDF and EAOs caused the Tatmadaw to 
suffer at least 2,478 causalities from June through September and a further 
1,300 in October, suggesting that military clashes are progressively intensifying, 
though the losses on the NUG’s side are unclear. In November, large-scale 

Tatmadaw reinforcements were reportedly deployed to Chin State, prompting 
warnings of heightened military tensions in the state as well as the neighboring 
Magway and Sagaing regions.26 The increase in clashes has also had an impact 
on civilians, causing casualties among the general population and resulting in 
a large number of refugees and internally displaced persons.27 On December 
24, at least 35 civilians were reported to have been killed in an attack by the 
Tatmadaw in Kayah State, including international NGO staff and children, with 
over 5,000 refugees fleeing to Thailand as a result of the fighting in Kayin State 
that same month.28 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees says 
the political upheaval has resulted in approximately 200,000 more internally 
displaced persons on top of the 370,000 that had been displaced prior, and that 
they, alongside nearly 1.1 million refugees and asylum seekers (including the 
Rohingya people), are in need of assistance.29

Since February 3, Suu Kyi has been indicted on more than 10 charges 
including violations of the Anti-Corruption Law and the Official Secrets Act, 
which reportedly carry a total maximum sentence of more than 100 years of 
imprisonment.30 The first verdict handed down on December 6 sentenced her 
to four years’ imprisonment on charges of incitement for the message posted 
when she was detained in February, for which she received a “pardon” from 
Chairman Min Aung Hlaing reducing her sentence to two years. While Suu Kyi 
and others do have attorneys, they have been prohibited from speaking about the 
case since October, and as such no information has been available to assess the 
condition of Suu Kyi and others or whether their trials are being conducted in a 
proper manner. Though the NLD has not been deemed an unlawful association 
as of the time of writing, the official decision to invalidate the election found 
the NLD to be responsible, leading to Suu Kyi and other NLD officials being 
charged with electoral fraud. Should the NLD be legally found to have engaged 
in fraud, the party could be subject to dissolution, suspended operation, or other 
punishment in the future. In this way, these symbols of modern Burmese history 
in the country’s democratization process have had their activities stifled, and 
democratic groups appear to be turning course down the path of armed struggle 
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alongside ethnic minority groups and other forces.

(3)  Background behind the Tatmadaw’s Actions and Prospects for a 

Transition to a Civil Government 

The direct cause behind this recent political upheaval has been the confrontation 
between the government and its ruling party and the Tatmadaw over claims 
of electoral fraud. But if the Tatmadaw’s actions were targeted at avoiding the 
formation of a new NLD administration, then it is likely that the military’s own 
political standing was a major underlying factor. In multi-ethnic Myanmar, the 
military’s identity lies in its self-perception as the guardian of national unity, the 
reverse of this being its sense of distrust in civilian politics which can potentially 
lead the country into division, a notion that stems from historical circumstances. 
The 2008 Constitution of Myanmar accordingly grants the military strong rights 
particularly in the executive and legislative branches, ensuring that the military 
is able to operate as an independent actor separate from the country’s civilian 
government (see East Asian Strategic Review 2019, Chapter 4, Section 2).31

A National Convention was called in 1993 following the 1988 military coup 
to draft a new constitution, and it took until 2008 to draft one that would not 
threaten that military’s status. The new constitution was ratified by a nation-wide 
referendum that year, though the first general election held under it was boycotted 
by the NLD, and the USDP, a party comprised mainly of former military officers, 
took power. When the NLD proceeded to win the 2015 general election, the 
military accepted the results and the transfer of power the following year went 
smoothly. State Counsellor Suu Kyi, de facto leader of the NLD government, 
established a non-hostile relationship with the military while raising issue with 
the non-elected seats allocated to it and other issues in Parliament and sought 
constitutional reform.

The amendments driven by the NLD included reductions to the number of 
seats reserved for the military and the number of Parliament members needed to 
approve constitutional amendments. Although these were debated by Parliament’s 
Constitutional Amendment Committee beginning in 2019, they were ultimately 

rejected in March 2020. Under the current Constitution, no amendments can be 
passed without support from military members of parliament, and as such, the 
move was generally regarded as self-promotion by the NLD ahead of the next 
election. The military, however, may have taken it as a warning and viewed it as 
a potential threat to its own political standing should a future civilian government 
gain more popular support and intensify efforts to amend the Constitution. The 
UEC reportedly supports replacing the electoral system with one of proportional 
representation, which may be aimed at making it difficult for a party that has 
won a sole majority to implement systemic change. Some reports also note 
that the military’s moves may be intended to protect the economic interests of 
organizations, including companies affiliated with the military, and individual 
military officers.32

The ramifications of this political upheaval have spread in all directions, 
not only in terms of the number of resistance movement victims and detainees, 
refugees, and internally displaced persons, but also in the form of marked delays 
in responding to COVID-19 and the healthcare crisis, interruptions to all forms 
of learning from primary and secondary schools through higher education, 
rising prices, and declines in production, employment, and investment due to 
the suspension of social and economic functions and the resulting stagnation 
caused by the resistance movement and subsequent crackdowns (including 
dismissal from employment, detainment, and prosecution of those engaged in 
the CDM). Above all, the deteriorating humanitarian situation is a pressing 
issue that underscores the critical need to stop the violence and ensure access to 
humanitarian assistance.33

However, there is no sign of the conflict between the military and democratic 
groups easing, meaning there is a strong possibility that the military will 
maintain dominance for the foreseeable future. Only able to operate underground 
or outside the country if not via the internet, the NUG has virtually no means to 
implement its policies domestically on its own, so the military is unlikely to view 
it as a potential partner for political dialogue to begin with even with a high level 
of domestic and international support. It is believed that the SAC’s Provisional 
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Government intends to continue preparations for a new election and exclude the 
NLD, and hold a general election between pro-military and centrist parties at 
an appropriate time, thereby achieving a “transition to a civilian government.” 
However, should the extensive cooperation, including military cooperation, 
between the NUG and ethnic minority forces advance further, it would put a 
certain amount of pressure on the military. The help of ethnic minority forces 
which possess areas of substantial control may also increase the NUG’s level of 
influence by enabling it to implement its policies as well as supply and support 
the PDF and other cooperating forces across various regions.

Foreign pressure is another factor capable of altering the situation. While the 
SAC does not seem to give much weight to Western criticism and sanctions by 
such countries and regions against Myanmar have been limited as of the end of 
2021, the SAC may stage dialogue with democratic groups and could potentially 
release Suu Kyi and other officials should it come to anticipate a situation that 
would hinder the state’s economic management. The fact that Suu Kyi received 
a pardon in December halving her sentence can be taken as a sign that the SAC 
is not completely indifferent to international scrutiny. However, given that 
loss is certain for the military junta should free political activity be allowed, 
compromise may be sought contingent on the Constitution remaining untouched 
and military officials going unprosecuted.

(4) Divided Reactions by the International Community

The international community’s reaction to the post-coup state of affairs in 
Myanmar has been split, with no concerted effort seen to remedy the situation.

Many Western countries have condemned and placed pressure on the military 
for seizing authority and using force to crack down on democratic groups, 
resulting in heavy casualties. On February 1, U.S. President Joseph R. Biden, Jr. 
issued a statement in which he described the military’s takeover of power, the 
detainment of Suu Kyi and other public officials, and the declaration of the State 
of Emergency as a direct attack on Myanmar’s transition to democracy and the 
rule of law, calling for the international community to apply concerted pressure 

on the military to relinquish its control and release those being held.34 The 
following day, the U.S. State Department asserted that “the Burmese military’s 
actions [...] having deposed the duly elected head of government, constituted a 
military coup d’état.”35

On February 1, Japan expressed “grave concern” over the erosion of the 
democratic process in Myanmar and called for the release of senior government 
officials being detained. On February 3, the G7 foreign ministers and the high 
representative of the EU condemned the coup and called on the military to 
immediately lift the State of Emergency, restore the democratically elected 
government to power, release those unjustly detained, and to respect human rights 
and the rule of law, further stressing that the results of the previous year’s election 
must be respected and Parliament convened at the earliest possible opportunity.36 
On February 18, the foreign ministers of the Quad, a strategic security dialogue 
between Japan, the United States, Australia, and India, held a teleconference 
during which they expressed “grave concern” regarding the situation in the 
country.37 On March 28, the Chiefs of Defense of Australia, Canada, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Japan, Denmark, the Netherlands, New Zealand, South Korea, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States, including General Yamazaki Koji, chief 
of staff of the JSDF Joint Staff, issued a joint statement condemning the use of 
force against unarmed people by the Myanmar Armed Forces and associated 
security forces, and at the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM)-Plus 
held virtually on June 16, Defense Minister Kishi Nobuo urged the Myanmar 
military to put an immediate stop to its violence against civilians, release those 
being detained, and swiftly restore the country’s democratic political system.38

Since February 10, the U.S. government has issued sanctions against military 
personnel and military-affiliated companies, imposed restrictions on exports to 
Myanmar’s Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Home Affairs, and suspended 
development aid, expanding the scope of said measures as crackdowns on the 
resistance movement have intensified. The United Kingdom, Canada, the EU, and 
New Zealand, among others, have also imposed sanctions and travel restrictions 
on the military as well as other figures and companies tied to the junta.39 On May 
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21, Japan’s Foreign Minister Motegi Toshimitsu mentioned the possibility that 
Japan may be compelled to review its Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
to Myanmar,40 and Australia and South Korea have also suspended defense 
cooperation programs and exchanges with the country.41

Meanwhile, China and Russia have avoided criticizing the military’s power 
grab. At a press conference on February 1, Wang Wenbin, China’s Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson, expressed hope that “all parties in Myanmar will 
properly handle their differences under the constitutional and legal framework 
and maintain political and social stability,” but neglected to address the military’s 
actions.42 China’s stance remained unchanged at the UN, with the Security 
Council Press Statement on Situation in Myanmar issued February 4 following 
an informal meeting of the UN Security Council on February 2 expressing 
“deep concern at the declaration of the state of emergency [...] and the arbitrary 
detention of members of the Government, including State Counsellor Aung San 
Suu Kyi,” but failing to recognize the situation as an illegitimate coup.43 In the 
Statement by the President of the Security Council on Myanmar issued March 
10 following a meeting on March 5 in response to the sharp increase in deaths 
resulting from crackdowns on protests, the Security Council again condemned 
the violence against peaceful protesters and called on the military “to exercise 
utmost constraint,” but lines condemning the coup and suggesting sanctions in 
the original draft were reportedly removed at China and Russia’s disapproval.44 
In April, Josep Borrell, EU high representative for foreign affairs and security 
policy, criticized China and Russia for hindering a concerted international 
response to the situation in Myanmar. On June 18, the UN General Assembly 
further adopted a resolution calling on Member States to prevent arms from 
flowing into the country, but China, Russia, and India, among others, abstained 
from the vote.45

Amid such circumstances, Myanmar’s military has been deepening ties with 
Russia and China. On March 27, representatives from Russia, China, India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand reportedly attended the 
Armed Forces Day ceremony held in Naypyidaw.46 Russia in particular was 

represented by Deputy Defense Minister Alexander Fomin, who met with 
Chairman Min Aung Hlaing the previous day. The chairman also visited Moscow 
and met with Security Council Secretary Nikolai Patrushev on June 21, where 
they reportedly discussed bilateral cooperation on security measures, the state 
of affairs in Myanmar, and the continuation of good relations between the two 
country’s militaries.47

SAC Foreign Minister Wunna Maung Lwin attended a Special ASEAN-China 
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held in Chongqing, China on June 7 to celebrate 
the 30th anniversary of ASEAN-China Dialogue Relations where he also held 
bilateral talks with Wang Yi, state councilor and foreign minister the following 
day. The Chinese delegation stated that “China’s friendly policy toward Myanmar 
is not affected by changes to Myanmar’s domestic and external situation,” and 
“stressed that China supports all parties of Myanmar in resolving differences 
through political dialogue, implementing the Five-Point Consensus reached 
with ASEAN [described below], preventing future recurrence of violence, [and] 
restoring social stability of the country.”48 China is also reported to have initially 
considered inviting Chairman Min Aung Hlaing to the ASEAN-China Special 
Summit in November, but abandoned the idea due to opposition from ASEAN 
Member States.49

As China and Russia move to effectively allow the SAC to run the government, 
U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy R. Sherman spoke with NUG Foreign 
Minister Zin Mar Aung on August 4 on a virtual call during which they “discussed 
ongoing efforts to return Burma to a path to democracy, including continued U.S. 
support for the pro-democracy movement,”50 believed to be the first publicized 
contact between a top U.S. government official and a democratic group.51 On 
October 25, Jake Sullivan, national security advisor, then met virtually with 
Vice President Duwa Lashi La, the highest ranking NUG official outside of 
those detained, during which National Security Advisor Sullivan stressed the 
United States’ continued support for the pro-democracy movement in Myanmar. 
At the UN, the General Assembly agreed in December to defer its decision on 
the credentials of representative Kyaw Moe Tun, who was notified that he had 
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been dismissed from his position after delivering a speech at the Assembly 
on February 26 criticizing the coup and calling for a return to civilian rule.52 
While the NUG has maintained channels of communication in the international 
community, other countries have not recognized the NUG administration as a 
legitimate national delegate except at the parliamentary or representative level.

(5) ASEAN Diplomacy and the Limits of Regional Solutions

The international community has pinned high hopes on ASEAN to help stabilize 
the situation in Myanmar. On February 1, the day of the political upheaval, 
2021 ASEAN Chair Brunei issued the ASEAN Chairman’s Statement on the 
Developments in the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, recalling “the principles 
enshrined in the ASEAN Charter, including, the adherence to the principles 
of democracy, the rule of law and good governance, respect for and protection 
of human rights and fundamental freedoms” and encouraging “the pursuance 
of dialogue, reconciliation and the return to normalcy in accordance with the 
will and interests of the people of Myanmar.”53 In conjunction with this, the 
UN Security Council issued a statement on February 4 in which its members 
expressed their strong support for regional organizations, ASEAN in particular, 
and welcomed the ASEAN Chairman’s Statement. Thai Prime Minister Prayut 
Chan-o-cha met with SAC Foreign Minister Wunna Maung Lwin on February 
24, marking the first official interaction between a Southeast Asian country and 
a senior SAC official, and a meeting between the foreign ministers of Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Indonesia was also held the same day.

The SAC foreign minister also attended the Informal ASEAN Ministerial 
Meeting held virtually on March 2. The Chair’s Statement expressed concern 
over the situation in Myanmar, prefaced by mention that ASEAN is a “family” 
and that “the political stability in any and all ASEAN Member States is essential 
to achieving a collective peaceful, stable and prosperous ASEAN Community.” 
The chair then called on all parties to “refrain from instigating further violence,” 
“exercise utmost restraint as well as flexibility,” and “seek a peaceful solution, 
through constructive dialogue,” expressing “ASEAN’s readiness to assist 

Myanmar in a positive, peaceful and constructive manner.”54 Following the 
meeting, the foreign ministers of Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia clarified that 
they had each called for the release of the political detainees, but Hishammuddin 
Hussein, Malaysian foreign minister, opposed any sanctions against the country.55 
In an interview with the BBC published that day, Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong described the military’s takeover of power as a “tragic step back” 
from the gradual steps that had been made in the process of democratization since 
the previous military regime, condemning the military’s violence and calling for 
the immediate release of political leaders but expressing disapproval of sanctions, 
noting that they would hurt Myanmar’s population and not the military.56

ASEAN’s basic stance has thus been that while it would not endorse the 
military’s power grab, it would nevertheless accept representatives from the 
military as a point of contact for dialogue and provide support to promote 
dialogue amongst concerned parties while calling for restraint in the use of 
violence, though it would not use sanctions to enforce its position. The ASEAN 
Leaders’ Meeting on April 24, which took place in person at the ASEAN 
Secretariat in Jakarta and was attended by SAC Chairman Min Aung Hlaing 
demonstrates the results of that line of thinking. The Chairman’s Statement 
released after the meeting indicated that the leaders had “expressed deep concern 
on the situation in the country, including reports of fatalities and escalation of 
violence,” “acknowledged ASEAN’s positive and constructive role in facilitating 
a peaceful solution,” and “agreed to the ‘Five-Point Consensus’”: 1) the immediate 
cessation of violence and the exercise of utmost restraint by all parties; 2) the 
pursuit of constructive dialogue among all parties concerned to seek a peaceful 
solution in the interests of the people; 3) the mediation of the dialogue process by 
a special envoy of the ASEAN chair with the assistance of the secretary-general 
of ASEAN; 4) the provision of humanitarian assistance through the ASEAN 
Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster management 
(AHA Centre); and 5) a visit to Myanmar by the special envoy and delegation and 
meetings with all parties concerned.57

Some criticized the Leaders’ Meeting for inviting the head of the military and 
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instigator of the coup as a “leader,” but on the other hand, getting the country’s 
effective top authority to agree to ASEAN’s demands could be considered an 
accomplishment. The items agreed to at the meeting, however, have not yet been 
implemented. As of the end of 2021, the post-coup death toll has nearly doubled, 
and with democratic groups being detained, going underground, and fleeing the 
country, there has been no meaningful progress in terms of dialogue.

In addition, the ASEAN special envoy meant to help facilitate dialogue 
between the parties has also faced significant problems. It is reported that 
Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia each submitted candidates and competed 
over the position,58 but it was not until the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting 
in August, more than three months after the Leaders’ Meeting, that Brunei’s 
Second Minister of Foreign Affairs Erywan Yusof was selected as envoy. The 
appointment was welcomed by the United States, China, the UN, and other 
countries,59 but Erywan, demanding access to “all parties concerned,” canceled 
his first visit scheduled for October claiming that his request to meet Suu Kyi, 
among others, was not granted. To this, the military’s spokesman released a 
statement explaining that the envoy cannot meet with Suu Kyi as she is facing 
criminal prosecution.60

Discontent with the position Myanmar had taken, ASEAN decided at the 
emergency ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held virtually on October 15 
not to invite representatives from the military to the series of summits set to 
begin on October 26, including the ASEAN Summit. The Statement of the Chair 
pointed out that “there had been insufficient progress in the implementation of 
the Five-Point Consensus,” in particular refusal to allow the envoy access to 
State Counsellor Suu Kyi, President Win Myint, and others undergoing legal 
proceedings, as well as the CRPH, NUG, PDF, and other organizations declared 
as illegal, expressing “concerns over Myanmar’s commitment [...] on establishing 
constructive dialogue among all concerned parties.” On top of this, it noted, “some 
ASEAN Member States had received correspondence from the NUG requesting 
to be invited to [...] ASEAN Summits and Related Summits. Following extensive 
discussions, there was no consensus reached for a political representative from 

Myanmar to attend,” but “the Meeting accepted the decision to invite a non-
political representative.”61 In a speech given on October 18, Chairman Min Aung 
Hlaing said it is the NUG that is provoking violence, calling it a terrorist group 
and criticizing ASEAN for not addressing its violence.62 Myanmar’s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs also refused to accept the decision, claiming on October 22 that 
the decision “was not in line with the procedures [of the ASEAN Charter] and 
beyond the mandate of the Chair,” finding the decision in breach of the Charter’s 
principles of sovereignty, equality, and non-interference in the internal affairs of 
Member States.63

Myanmar failed to attend the October 26 ASEAN Summit (held virtually). 
In the Chairman’s Statement, ASEAN “expressed concern of the situation in 
the country, including reports of fatalities and violence,” calling on Myanmar 
to “fulfil its commitment to the Five-Point Consensus” and comply with its 
“timely and complete implementation.”64 After the summit, Myanmar continued 
to deny the ASEAN special envoy a meeting with Suu Kyi and criticized 
ASEAN for excluding it from the summit.65 Meanwhile, ASEAN opposed China 
inviting Chairman Min Aung Hlaing to the ASEAN-China Special Summit (held 
virtually) on November 22, agreeing instead to invite Myanmar’s ambassador 
to China though Myanmar was absent once again. Representatives from the 
country also failed to participate in the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) Summit 
held November 25 and 26, as well as the meeting between the G7 Foreign and 
Development Ministers and ASEAN Member States on December 12 (both held 
virtually).

It is highly unusual in ASEAN diplomacy for a particular member state 
to continuously fail to participate. The ASEAN Charter enacted in 2007 is a 
constitution-like document that defines ASEAN’s legal standing and systems, 
and although Chapter VIII includes provisions regarding the settlement of 
disputes amongst Member States, it makes no reference to disqualification, 
expulsion, or sanctions, and “when a dispute remains unsolved […] this dispute 
shall be referred to the ASEAN summit, for its decision” (Article 26).66 Myanmar 
has objected to the decision to exclude it from summit meetings on this basis, and 
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claims that the aftermath of the political upheaval is a domestic issue and that 
only Myanmar is facing unequal treatment, contradicting the principle of non-
interference in internal affairs which has stood since ASEAN’s establishment. In 
fact, even looking exclusively at similar examples that have taken place since the 
Charter’s enactment, Thailand faced no restrictions on its participation following 
the May 2014 coup, and General Prayut Chan-o-cha, commander-in-chief of the 
Royal Thai Army, participated in the November 2014 ASEAN Summit hosted by 
Myanmar in Naypyidaw after assuming the role of prime minister of the military 
junta that August.67 Tied with this, Chairman Min Aung Hlaing’s participation at 
the Leaders’ Meeting in April 2021 as previously mentioned would also seem to 
suggest that the means itself of obtaining power is not what constitutes an issue.

The unprecedented measures taken in October were, in effect, a criticism of 
Myanmar’s failure to abide by the agreement and a way to pressure the country 
into compliance. Nevertheless, while the ASEAN countries are in agreement on 
stopping the violence and finding a peaceful resolution, they are divided into 
two camps: those that have taken a strong stance emphasizing the principles of 
democracy, human rights, and the rule of law enshrined in the Charter, and those 
that seek restraint in ASEAN’s involvement seeing it as an internal affair as 
Myanmar insists. Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore are among the former, with 
Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi tweeting that “Indonesia propose 
[sic] the participation of Myanmar at the Summits should not be represented at 
the political level until Myanmar restore [sic] its democracy through an inclusive 
process,” and Malaysian Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah stating that “we 
cannot use the principle of non-interference as a shield to avoid issues being 
addressed.”68 Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand fall under the latter camp, 
seemingly concerned that regional intervention over political situations and 
human rights issues particularly in countries with institutional or de facto single-
party rule as well as strong military influence will extend to their own countries 
as well. Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed its “full support for 
Myanmar-led efforts to promote a peaceful resolution” and has reportedly curbed 
moves to put pressure on the SAC.69

On December 7, 2021, SAC Foreign Minister Wunna Maung Lwin visited 
Cambodia, set to serve as the 2022 ASEAN chair, where he met with Prime 
Minister Hun Sen, who agreed to pay visit to Myanmar from January 7. The 
day before the meeting, Prime Minister Hun Sen said that he would meet with 
Chairman Min Aung Hlaing to find a solution to Myanmar’s crisis and bring 
ASEAN’s summit meetings back to full attendance, with Myanmar included, 
noting that a solution can only be found through dialogue with those currently 
in power.70 On December 8, the chairman also met virtually with General Vong 
Pisen, commander-in-chief of Royal Cambodian Armed Forces. During the 
meeting, they reportedly discussed Myanmar’s full cooperation with Cambodia 
as ASEAN chair, the need for all ASEAN Member States to abide by the ASEAN 
Charter, and the possible impacts some countries violating the Charter may have 
on all members countries.71 In this way, Myanmar expects ASEAN’s approach to 
change with its new chair, but if a compromise is reached without improvements 
to the situation that are to other member countries’ satisfaction, it could further 
widen the fissures between the different camps.

The problems surrounding ASEAN’s response to the political upheaval in 
Myanmar can be considered a consequence of the yet unaddressed contradiction 
between the principles and goals set forth in the Charter and the realities of its 
member countries as the association has sought to become a united regional 
community. The current situation serves as a test of ASEAN Member States’ 
ability to transcend their differences of opinion and take effective steps to protect 
the lives and security of all of Myanmar’s people, including the Rohingya, and 
support a peaceful resolution. ASEAN’s effectiveness as a community and its 
trustworthiness in the eyes of the international community depend on it.

2. Regional and Domestic Security Trends

(1) Moves toward Finalizing the South China Sea Code of Conduct

The situation in the South China Sea remained far from stable in 2021. While 
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some progress is said to have been made on the text for the Code of Conduct 
(COC) in the South China Sea between ASEAN and China, the initial goal of 
finalizing it during the year was left unachieved, and overall progress on the 
document is still unclear. Meanwhile, China continues to unilaterally engage in 
activity in the region, and European countries have also moved to strengthen their 
involvement alongside the United States.

Regarding the developments surrounding the issue of the South China Sea 
and the COC, on January 21, 2021, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat was 
held in an online format led by Brunei, ASEAN chair for the year. It is clear that 
the wording of the statements on the South China Sea and the COC in the Press 
Release by the Chairman released thereafter largely follows that of the Joint 
Communiqué from the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and the Chair’s 
Statement from the ASEAN Summit the previous year. The press release stated, 
“We discussed the situation in the South China Sea, during which concerns were 
expressed by some Ministers on the land reclamations, activities, and serious 
incidents in the area, which have eroded trust and confidence, increased tensions, 
and may undermine peace, security, and stability in the region.”72 (Underlines by 
author.) The underlined wording has been used since the June 2020 summit, and 
while the phrase “recent developments” is missing, it can be said that ASEAN’s 
perception of the situation remains largely unchanged, with China engaging 
in demonstrative behavior based upon its unilateral assertion of its rights and 
confrontation amongst related parties repeatedly resulting from it.

The same wording was used in the Joint Communiqué from the ASEAN 
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held virtually on August 2 despite incidents in which 
Chinese fishing vessels gathered in disputed waters near the Philippines from 
March and Malaysia scrambled jets to intercept Chinese military aircraft in May 
(see next section). That being said, the phrase “including damage to the marine 
environment” was appended to the “serious incidents” used in the January Press 
Release by the Chairman,73 which is thought to have been in response to July 
reports that Chinese fishing vessels operating in the area’s waters were pumping 
out sewage and damaging coral reefs while anchored.74 The same language was 

used again in the Chairman’s Statement from the ASEAN Summits held on 
October 26 via videoconference.75

It should be noted that with Brunei as ASEAN chair, the statement reaffirming 
that the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is “the 
basis for determining maritime entitlements, sovereign rights, jurisdiction and 
legitimate interests over maritime zones” and “sets out the legal framework 
within which all activities in the oceans and seas must be carried out” from 
the previous year’s Chairman’s Statements of the ASEAN Summits chaired by 
Vietnam was removed.76 The reference to the “universally recognised principles 
of international law, including the 1982 UNCLOS” was left unchanged and 
the language returned to that used through 2019, though this could be seen 
as a weaker assertion than the 2020 version which placed emphasis on legal 
principles. This suggests that Brunei and Vietnam hold different positions and 
stances both as countries involved in territorial claims over the South China Sea.

While ASEAN as a whole has maintained a continued understanding of the 
issue, statements from the East Asia Summit (EAS), in which major countries 
outside the region also participate, have shown a change in wording. The 
Chairman’s Statement of the EAS Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held virtually 
on August 4 retained the language from aforementioned the ASEAN Foreign 
Ministers’ Meeting, but in another paragraph stated, “The Meeting reaffirmed the 
importance of maintaining and promoting peace, security, stability, prosperity, 
safety, and freedom of navigation in and overflight above the South China Sea 
and pursue peaceful resolution of disputes, without coercion, in accordance 
with universally recognised principles of international law, including the 1982 
UNCLOS.”77 (Underline by author.) This represents a firmer message considering 
that the underlined portion replaced “[...] and recognised the benefits of having 
the South China Sea as a sea of peace, stability, and prosperity” from the previous 
year’s Chairman’s Statement of the EAS.

However, this language may have been included out of necessity following 
a tense dispute between the United States and China at the meeting, as official 
statements from both sides made it apparent that they each view the other’s 
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actions as “coercion”: Antony J. Blinken, U.S. secretary of state “underscored 
the U.S. rejection of the PRC’s unlawful maritime claims in the South China 
Sea, in line with the July 12, 2016 Arbitral Tribunal Award,” while China’s Wang 
Yi, state councilor and foreign minister, stated that “some countries outside the 
region desired to stir up trouble and have willfully launched a large number of 
advanced warships and warcraft into the South China Sea, deliberately inducing 
other countries outside the region to ‘show their powers’ in the South China Sea 
and openly sowing discord among countries in the region, especially countries 
concerned.”78 In light of its diplomatic stance not to “choose sides” in the conflict, 
ASEAN is unable to express clear opposition to China and take the United States’ 
side even though China is the one directly confronting ASEAN in the South 
China Sea, and as such it is possible that the language was worded in a way that 
could be interpreted as taking into account both countries’ claims.

At the October 27 EAS (held virtually), President Biden, attending for the 
first time, “reiterated the U.S. commitment to the international rules-based order 
and expressed concern over threats to that order,” and while Chinese Premier of 
the State Council Li Keqiang made reference to cooperation between China and 
the ASEAN countries in the South China Sea, there was no exchange of direct 
criticism directed at either side as far as official communications indicate. In the 
Chairman’s Statement, the phrase “without coercion” from August was replaced 
with “without resorting to the threat or use of force.”79

To put this in context with regards to U.S.-ASEAN relations that year, the 
press release from the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Retreat in January had 
congratulated President Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris who had taken 
office just the day before and stated that ASEAN looks forward to working 
with the new administration to further strengthen their strategic partnership. 
In contrast to former President Donald J. Trump’s stance, who never attended a 
single EAS meeting and was extremely passive in his diplomacy with ASEAN 
leaders, this statement reveals the association’s strong expectations for increased 
engagement from the Biden administration. As though to live up to this, 
Secretary of State Blinken reiterated the United States’ rejection of China’s 

unlawful claims and that it stands with the Southeast Asian claimants during the 
Special ASEAN-U.S. Foreign Ministerial Meeting on July 13 (held virtually).80 
Later that month, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin visited Singapore, Vietnam, 
and the Philippines, which was followed by visits to Singapore and Vietnam by 
Vice President Harris in late August, reiterating the United States’ commitment 
to the Southeast Asia region. On September 23, the first in-person (though partly 
virtual) ASEAN-U.S. Foreign Ministers’ Meeting since the start of the pandemic 
was held in New York City on the margins of the UN General assembly, and in 
December, U.S. Secretary of State Blinken paid visit to Indonesia and Malaysia 
(Thailand was included on the original itinerary, but the trip was cancelled due 
to COVID-19). On December 15, Secretary Blinken gave an address on the 
United States’ commitment to the security and prosperity of the Indo-Pacific 
in which he expressed the country’s determination to defend the freedom of the 
seas in the South China Sea. He declared ASEAN centrality the foundation of the 
region’s architecture, and stated that the United States will continue expanding its 
strategic partnership with the association as a strong and independent ASEAN is 
crucial for tackling pressing crises and long-term challenges.81

China is heavily cautious of these moves by the United States. At the ASEAN-
China Ministerial Meeting held virtually the day before the EAS Foreign 
Ministers’ Meeting, State Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi stated 
that “China’s sovereign rights and interests in the South China Sea conform to 
international laws,” including UNCLOS, and that “[w]ith the joint efforts of China 
and ASEAN, the South China Sea has maintained a stable situation in general,” 
but that “we should be vigilant that some countries outside the region have 
become the biggest disruptors of peace and stability” in the area.82 He had also 
referred to the Quad as an “Indo-Pacific NATO” the previous year, stating that 
the framework would severely undermine the region’s security.83 In a comment 
on the Defense of Japan 2021 white paper published in July 2021, China’s Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson stated that the Indo-Pacific Strategy “aims to stoke bloc 
confrontation and create cliques for geopolitical game,” “marks the comeback of 
Cold War mentality,” and “should be tossed into the dustbin of history.”84
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Such Chinese discourse could be called an attempt to place China in the 
same group as ASEAN countries and create an image that “our” order is 
being undermined by unjustified intervention from the United States and other 
countries outside the region, though it is hard to believe that ASEAN would 
readily buy into such rhetoric. That being said, given that ASEAN member 
countries each have different relationships with China and differing interests 
in the South China Sea, China’s intent to make resolving the issue an “intra-
regional” problem and exclude the United States and other countries outside the 
region from involvement will surely have no small impact when the association 
attempts to establish a concerted stance toward countries outside of the region.

Negotiations on the COC stagnated again in 2021 due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, making China’s previously reported goal of reaching an agreement 
during the year impossible. The Co-Chairs’ Statement on the Special ASEAN-
China Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (Chongqing) held June 7 marking the 30th 
anniversary of ASEAN-China Dialogue Relations stressed that they have 
maintained momentum in resuming negotiations step-by-step through several 
virtual meetings, and while physical meetings are to remain the primary mode of 
negotiation, they would pursue the possibility of resuming textual discussions on 
the COC through virtual platforms.85 The Chairman’s Statement of the ASEAN 
Post Ministerial Conference announced that textual negotiations on the Single 
Draft COC Negotiating Text had resumed and that a provisional agreement was 
reached on the Preamble at the ASEAN-China Ministerial Meeting in August, but 
it has been reported that there is still a wide divergence of opinion regarding the 
remainder of the content.86 The Chairman’s Statement of the ASEAN Summits in 
October subsequently stated that there had been progress in the negotiations on 
the Objectives section of the General Provisions,87 and in November, Cambodian 
Prime Minister Hun Sen said he hopes to be able to finalize the COC in 2022 
when Cambodia assumes the ASEAN Chairmanship, but it is unclear whether 
this can be achieved.

(2) Strengthened European Presence

The United Kingdom and France, both of which hold interests in the Indo-Pacific, 
have indicated policies of increased engagement in the Indo-Pacific including 
Southeast Asia in recent years. In 2016, the new regional British Defence Staff 
(BDS) Asia Pacific was set up in Singapore, along with BDS Gulf and BDS West 
Africa, and the policy paper Global Britain in a Competitive Age: the Integrated 
Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy that was published 
in March 2021 confirmed the United Kingdom would place greater focus on 
its defense efforts in the region.88 At the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting 
in August that year, the United Kingdom became one of ASEAN’s Dialogue 
Partners.89 Meanwhile, France, which holds overseas territories in the South 
Pacific, also released its Defence Strategy in the Indo-Pacific in 2019, updated 
its Indo-Pacific Strategy in 2021, and has called for international order based 
on the rule of law at sea.90 Both countries have dispatched naval vessels to the 
Indo-Pacific under such policies for some time, and starting from 2021, the 
Netherlands and Germany have also begun sending naval vessels to more actively 
demonstrate their presence in the region.

In November 2020, the French Navy’s SSN Émeraude and support vessel Seine 
conducted a joint training with a Royal Australian Navy frigate, submarine, and 
maritime patrol aircraft, after which they called at the RAN base HMAS Stirling 
for refueling and maintenance and called at the U.S. Naval Base Guam for another 
joint training exercise at the end of that month. Then, in February 2021, Florence 
Parly, minister for the armed forces of France, announced that the two vessels 
had sailed through the South China Sea, after which it was reported that they had 
conducted a passing exercise (PASSEX) with three Indonesian naval vessels in 
the Sunda Strait. That same month, LHD Tonnerre and frigate Surcouf departed 
Toulon on the mission Jeanne D’Arc 2021.91 The vessels completed a multilateral 
joint training in the Bay of Bengal in April,92 and later sailed through the South 
China Sea with two Australian naval vessels, calling at a port in Vietnam before 
heading to Japan. On the return trip, Tonnerre conducted a PASSEX with a 
Singaporean naval vessel off of Changi and Surcouf with a Malaysian vessel off 
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of Langkawi, thereby affi rming France’s relationship of cooperation with coastal 
countries in the region which is crucial for distant voyages.

In 2020, British Prime Minister Boris Johnson expressed plans to dispatch 
an aircraft carrier to the Indo-Pacifi c. It was then announced in April 2021 that 
Carrier Strike Group 21 (CSG21) would be formed as a far-sea operation set to 
engage with 40 countries, and the group departed from Portsmouth led by the 
aircraft carrier Queen Elizabeth in the latter half of the following month.93 The 
fl eet consisted of a total of nine ships, including two Royal Navy destroyers, 
two frigates, and two supply ships alongside a U.S. navy destroyer and a Royal 
Netherlands Navy frigate, with the aircraft aboard the aircraft carrier also joined 
by U.S. Marine Corps F-35Bs. CSG-21 conducted exercises including PASSEXes 
with the Thai, Malaysian, and Singaporean navies as the group passed through 
the Andaman Sea, the Strait of Malacca, and the Singapore Strait. The British 
frigate Richmond also made a port call in Vietnam on the return trip, working 
to strengthen relations with Southeast Asian countries. In September, as CSG-
21 was on deployment in the Indo-Pacifi c, the British Ministry of Defence 
announced plans for a new operation to deploy two patrol vessels to the region 
for a fi ve-year period.

The member countries to the Five Power Defense Arrangements (FPDA), 
a security framework comprised of the Commonwealth states in the region, 
conducted the annual command post exercise Bersama Shield in April 
virtually for the fi rst time due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, and the air 
defense exercise Bersama Lima was renamed Bersama Gold to commemorate 
the FDPA’s 50th anniversary with fi eld trainings conducted in the airspace and 
waters around Singapore and Malaysia in October. CSG21’s Richmond and 
vessels from Australia’s regional engagement activity, Indo-Pacifi c Endeavour, 
also participated in the exercise.94

Germany also released its policy guidelines for the Indo-Pacifi c in 2020,95 and 
announced its intent to contribute to stability in the region that December when 
it participated in a joint session celebrating the 10th anniversary of the founding 
of the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM)-Plus as a guest of the chair 
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alongside the United Kingdom and France, among others.96 In 2021, Germany 
then dispatched a naval vessel to the region. The frigate Bayern departed 
Wilhelmshaven that August,97 supporting various operations across numerous 
locations as it headed for the Indo-Pacific and later stopped in Japan. On its 
return trip, Berlin is reported to have approached China about the vessel calling 
at Shanghai before passing through the South China Sea, but was rejected. After 
stopping in Japan, Bayern engaged in monitoring and surveillance activities 
against illicit maritime activities, including ship-to-ship transfers with North 
Korean-flagged vessels, and participated in the Japan-led ANNUALEX naval 
exercise alongside the United States, Australia, and Canada. Both marked the 
first time Germany has engaged in such initiatives.

(3) Philippine Foreign Policy

President Rodrigo Duterte has adjusted his stance toward both the United States 
and China in response to changes in domestic and international circumstances 
depending on the prevailing situation at the time. In terms of U.S. relations, 2021 
saw a solution to the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) issue, a problem which 
has been pending since February 2020 when President Duterte unilaterally 
announced he would terminate the agreement.

The VFA stipulates the legal status of visiting U.S. military units in joint exercises 
and various other activities, including humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 
Together with the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA), which 
outlines the use of Philippine military facilities made available to U.S. forces, the 
VFA upholds the effectiveness of the Mutual Defense Treaty between the Republic 
of the Philippines and the United States of America, which celebrated 70 years in 
2021. The VFA has been automatically extended since it went into effect in 1999, 
with one party to give 180 days’ notice to the other should it wish to abrogate 
said extension. While the reason behind the move to terminate the agreement 
has not been made public, it is believed to be a rebuke of the United States’ 
critical assessment of the Duterte administration’s war on drugs. The decision on 
whether to terminate the agreement following President Duterte’s announcement 

was postponed three times, however, in June 2020, November 2020, and June 
2021. It was then reported that June that the Duterte administration intended to 
suspend its consideration of the termination, which was then conveyed to U.S. 
Defense Secretary Austin on his visit to the Philippines the following month.

Changes to the Philippines’ domestic and international circumstances, 
including developments in the South China Sea and the spread of COVID-19, are 
thought to have been contributing factors in the reversal on terminating the VFA. 
President Duterte has sought to strengthen bilateral ties with China, particularly 
on the economic front, by not addressing the Arbitral Tribunal Award for the time 
being.98 China, meanwhile, has continuously made illegal claims regarding in the 
Nansha (Spratly) Islands, among others, and taken demonstrative action. This 
posturing continued into 2021, and amidst growing concerns from neighboring 
countries over China’s Coast Guard Law, a multitude of Chinese ships in excess 
of 200 vessels were observed gathered around the Whitsun (Julian Felipe) Reef in 
March of that year. The Philippine Coast Guard and Bureau of Fisheries and Aqua 
Resources maintained a continued response, with the Air Force also conducting 
surveillance activities. The Philippine government lodged a diplomatic protest 
at the same time, asking China to evacuate the area, but the latter persisted in 
asserting its own claims.

The following month, the Philippines intensified its response by conducting 
coast guard drills in the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) it claims and by 
expanding patrols by the 
Area Task Force-West, 
which includes naval 
vessels. It also lobbied the 
international community 
for cooperation, with 
National Security Advisor 
Hermogenes Esperon 
holding a teleconference 
with U.S. National Security 

Chinese fishing vessels tightly anchored around the Whitsun 
Reef as photographed by the Philippine government in March 
2021 (Photo courtesy of the Philippine government/Kyodo)
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Advisor Jake Sullivan during which they confirmed that the two countries would work 
together to address the issue.99 

China expanded its area of activities in May,100 making the Philippines’ on-
the-ground response more difficult. In June, the United States then decided to 
allow arms sales to the Philippines despite opposition from some members of 
Congress, and in July, which marked the fifth anniversary of the aforementioned 
arbitral award, Secretary of State Blinken issued a statement upholding the U.S. 
Position on Maritime Claims in the South China Sea press statement originally 
released in July 2020, demonstrating that the United States has taken a position 
of shared interest with the Philippines.101

However, there has been no change to the Duterte administration’s basic 
stance of seeking a peaceful resolution to the South China Sea issue through 
diplomatic means. In May, following Secretary of Foreign Affairs Teodoro 
L. Locsin Jr.’s vilification of China over social media and out of concern for 
an unintended spread of anti-Chinese sentiment, President Duterte prohibited 
members of his cabinet from making any independent remarks on the situation 
in the South China Sea. Then, in the last administrative policy speech of his term 
to Congress that July, he reiterated the legitimacy of his administration’s stance 
of not taking hard-line measures against China in light of the gap in military 
capacity. Meanwhile, President Duterte expressed his support for the arbitral 
award in his speech to the UN General Assembly that September as he had done 
the previous year, maintaining his position that there would be no compromise 
on the issue.102

Although China has been exacerbating tensions in the South China Sea, it 
has also been conducting so-called “vaccine diplomacy” targeted at Southeast 
Asian nations, including the Philippines, to which the United States has 
responded by also providing more active support through supplies of additional 
vaccines. While international cooperation on vaccine supply was underway 
via the COVAX Facility in 2020 amidst COVID-19’s global spread, developing 
countries, including the Philippines, were not poised to be able to secure 
sufficient quantities of the vaccines developed by Western companies. Under 

these circumstances, China announced plans to provide its own vaccine, later 
known as the Sinovac vaccine, and the Philippines began supply discussions with 
China at the end of the year.103 The Philippine Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) then authorized Sinovac among other COVID-19 vaccines for emergency 
use under an Executive Order with vaccinations using Sinovac beginning in the 
country thereafter. Meanwhile, the United States pledged that May to supply 
countries in need, including its allies, with additional vaccines, and announced 
that it would provide nearly one million doses to the Philippines.104

Just as the reasons behind the Philippines’ decision to terminate the VFA 
have not been made public, neither have the reasons behind the reversal, though 
in August of that year, President Duterte did state, for example, that the reversal 
on the decision was in return for the supply of vaccines. As such, the reversal is 
thought to have resulted from a pragmatic judgement regarding the effectiveness 
of U.S. support as an ally, including on the situation in the South China Sea.

With the pending issue surrounding the VFA resolved, there has been increased 
correspondence between U.S. and Philippine government and military officials. 
Defense Secretary Austin visited the Philippines in July as part of his previously 
mentioned tour of Southeast Asia, Philippine Secretary of Foreign Affairs Locsin 
visited the United States in September where he met with Secretary of State 
Blinken, and that same month, General David H. Berger, commandant of the 
Marine Corps, visited the Philippines to meet with senior military officials. In 
October, it was further reported that President Duterte also wished to pay a visit 
to the United States.105

3. Southeast Asian Countries Driving Defense Industry 
Investment: Equipment Development and Economic Promotion

(1) Thailand

Countries across Southeast Asia are promoting their domestic defense industries 
through a variety of measures, such as by encouraging investment and increasing 
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their rates of domestic production.
Thailand has traditionally engaged in joint ventures when procuring 

armaments from abroad on a case-by-case basis in an aim to transfer technology 
and increase its rate of domestic production as part of its offset policy. In January 
2021, however, the Thai Defence Technology Institute (DTI) unveiled a plan to 
improve the technological capabilities of Thailand’s domestic defense industry 
and improve its export competitiveness by promoting joint ventures with private 
sector companies both domestic and foreign, developing domestically produced 
armaments, and providing cooperation to export businesses. DTI selected four 
priority areas of investment focused on the capabilities needed by the country’s 
armed forces: unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), personal firearms, offshore 
patrol vessels (OPVs), and light tactical vehicles.106 Until then, DTI had only been 
involved in the development of national military armaments up to the prototyping 
stage due to legal and financial constraints.  With the enactment of the Defence 
Technology Act BE 2562 (2019), however, DTI is now able to collaborate with 
the private sector and thus can participate in equipment development through to 
the mass production phase.

The investment plan is seen as consistent with Thailand’s national strategy 
of enhancing its domestic industry. Aerospace and defense has been designated 
as one of the 12 industrial sectors to receive preferential treatment in attracting 
investment for Thailand’s Eastern Economic Corridor, aimed at advancing the 
structure of the country’s industry, and various incentives have been prepared 
to promote direct foreign investment into the applicable sectors, including a 
relaxation of the existing 49% cap on said foreign investment.107 In addition, 
a plan to create a new industrial park for the defense industry was announced 
in 2020, and the government is reportedly conducting a preliminary study on 
relocating a number of military and Ministry of Defence-related facilities to it. It 
is conceivable that the industrial park may also be linked to the investment plan 
by DTI.108

Of the four priority areas indicated by DTI, investment will be made into 
UAVs and personal firearms through a newly established corporation that will 

form joint ventures with both domestic and foreign private sector companies, 
and DTI will offer OPV and light tactical vehicle manufacturers its support 
and cooperation. The aforementioned corporation was set to be established and 
commence joint venture operations in FY2021.

In June, the Royal Thai Armed Forces reached an agreement with DTI to 
develop the new D-Eyes 04 UAV based on the CY-9 by the Beijing University 
of Aeronautics and Astronautics (Beihang) to replace the Israel Aerospace 
Industries (IAI) Searcher Mk.2 UAVs currently in operation. Beihang has been 
collaborating with DTI on UAV research and development since 2018, and signed 
a contract with the institute in June 2020 to provide Thailand’s armed forces with 
UAV training systems.

In terms of personal firearms, DTI is reportedly developing the DTI-7 
automatic rifle in collaboration with KHT Firearms.109 According to reports, the 
Ministry of Defence worked with Narac Arms Industry and other companies to 
develop the AR-15 style MOD963 rifle for domestic production which has been 
deployed by some national army and police units, but the DTI-7 is said to be a 
lighter, shorter-barreled design that is more suited to soldiers’ physiques and 
operational specifications.

In February 2020, DTI, the Royal Thai Navy, and the state enterprise 
Bangkok Dock Company agreed to collaborate on the Philippine Navy’s OPV 
requirements, promoting exports to the country. The Philippines has plans 
to procure six OPVs, and in doing so is expected to seek support in shifting 
to domestic production as part of an offset agreement. In anticipation of this, 
Thailand signed an intergovernmental memorandum of understanding with the 
Philippines in March 2021 on expanding defense industry cooperation. However, 
Australia-based Austal, which operates a shipyard on the island of Cebu, is 
reported to be the frontrunner in negotiations for the program.110

The Philippine Army also plans to procure at least 200 light tactical vehicles 
as part of its military modernization program, and the First Win 2 developed 
by Thailand’s Chaiseri is reported to be one of the strongest candidates. The 
procurement program is expected to involve an intergovernmental contract 
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instead of going through a public tender, and DTI is likely to provide Chaiseri, a 
private company, with technical assistance in the export process and other related 
matters.

(2) Indonesia

In June 2021, Indonesia’s Ministry of State-Owned Enterprises announced an 
initiative to establish a holding firm to integrate the country’s defense-related 
state-owned companies, consolidating the management of ship manufacturer 
PAL, land-based military systems manufacturer Pindad, aerospace company 
PTDI, and ammunition and explosives provider Dahana under electronic 
equipment manufacturer Len Industri as the parent company. The scheme is 
thought to be aimed at expanding the scale of the country’s defense-related 
businesses and promoting collaboration among companies in the field of arms 
development, an area that is growing more sophisticated and systematized 
technologically. As with the medium weight tank Harimau development program 
between Pindad and Turkish manufacturer FNSS, the initiative is expected to 
drive domestic production of major weapons platforms, though for the time 
being the management integration will reportedly proceed in stages with project 
management offices established to oversee seven management functions including 
finance, marketing, and R&D.111 The transition to a holding firm-based system is 
not projected to result in any major changes to the government’s control,112 and 
private investment is still not permitted as before.113 In July, Minister of State-
Owned Enterprises Erick Thohir explained that he was awaiting agreement from 
the relevant ministries on the scheme. In December, however, the government 
regulations surrounding the establishment of state-owned electronics companies 
were amended which led to the plan to make Len Industri a de facto holding firm 
for defense-related companies being approved.

In May, speaking to the need to reinforce the foundation of Indonesia’s defense 
industry, Minister of Defense Prabowo Subianto told the Defense Industrial 
Policy Committee that they must tighten regulations surrounding the rate of 
domestic production and promote investment into the country as part of its offset 

policy. RI Law number 16 of 2012 on the Defense Industry states that when 
procuring major defense equipment from abroad, at least 50% of the value must 
be paid via countertrade transaction and at least 35% of the value must be offset 
via offset agreements including domestic production and technology transfers in 
order to counteract the outflow of foreign currency, but application of the law is 
said to have lacked consistency thus far.114

In addition to promoting such measures to strengthen the foundation of its 
defense industry, Indonesia also undertook a review of its plan to modernize 
its military by procuring new armaments. At the end of 2020, the Ministry of 
Defense prepared a revision to its Strategic Plan, which will reportedly undergo 
consideration by the House of Representatives. The new Strategic Plan calls for a 
complete review of the military’s tactics and capacities in line with the evolution 
of the so-called Fourth Industrial Revolution.115 In June 2021, a document 
purported to be the draft Presidential Regulation on Fulfilling the Need for 
Defense and Security Equipment of the Ministry of Defense and the Indonesian 
National Army for 2020–2024 was leaked to the media.116 The document is said 
to stipulate equipment acquisitions for the first phase (2020–2024) of a five-
phase, 25-year long-term strategy to modernize Indonesia’s military amounting 
to a total of 1,785 trillion rupiah in investments. The first phase also coincides 
with the final phase of the three-phase, 15-year Minimum Essential Force 
(MEF) program that began in 2010. The total breaks down to 1,130 trillion 
rupiah for defense equipment, 458 trillion for maintenance and improvements, 
and the remaining 186 trillion is earmarked for interest payments on external 
debt, meaning that over 10% of the investment budget is allocated to paying 
interest. This ties back to Indonesia’s lasting dependency on foreign countries to 
procure equipment, and is thought to be a factor behind the country’s efforts to 
strengthen the competitiveness of its domestic defense industry by integrating its 
management and promote domestic production through offset policies.117

In the final phase of the aforementioned MEF program, the Air Force has 
expected to see a significant budget increase that included the procurement 
of F-16Vs; the Navy has been projected to procure four OPVs and three 
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dock landing ships; and the Army has expected to procure medium weight 
Harimau tanks described previously.118 With such a large procurement program 
planned, Indonesia’s defense budget for FY2021 came to a total of 136.99 trillion 
rupiah, a 16.2% increase year-over-year, with 42.6 trillion allocated to military 
modernization. Three consecutive years of budget cuts are planned for 2022 
through 2024, however, and the defense budget for FY2022 finalized in August 
2021 came to a total of 134.11 trillion, down approximately 2% over the previous 
year.119

(3) Malaysia

Malaysia is developing a policy of promoting its national economy by bolstering 
local venders, including small and medium enterprises, as it simultaneously 
improves its domestic defense industry’s R&D capabilities. The country’s Defence 
White Paper, released in December 2019, proposed five initiatives to promote the 
defense industry: 1) Enhancing the economic strategic framework for defense 
science, technology, and industry, focusing on niche sectors; 2) Restructuring 
organizations related to the defense industry; 3) Establishing a Defence and 
Security Investment Committee; 4) Stimulating R&D and innovation through 
sustainable funding; and 5) strengthening talent development programs.120 The 
overall defense budget for FY2021 released in November 2020 came to 15.86 
billion ringgit, growing roughly 1.8% over the previous year, with development 
spending seeing a substantial 46.1% year-over-year increase to 4.5 billion.121 The 
FY2022 defense budget grew again by approximately 1.8% to a total of 16.14 
billion ringgit with development spending going up by about 12% to 5.04 billion, 
showing a steady increase in funding.

In his budget presentation to Parliament at the end of 2020, Senior Minister 
(Security Cluster) Ismail Sabri Yaakob outlined his plan to utilize the Science & 
Technology Research Institute for Defence (STRIDE) to promote cooperation 
with the private sector on R&D in the defense and security sector. While 
STRIDE’s budget is reported to have increased considerably year by year 
reaching 26.3 million ringgit in 2021 and 40.7 million in 2022,122 the total budget 

set for investment over the five years starting from 2021 came to 192 million 
and is expected to primarily be used for relatively small-scale programs.123 
One example of STIDE’s collaboration in the domestic defense industry is the 
development of Mildef Technologies’ MRAP Tarantula unveiled in February 
2021. Having passed the first round of assessment testing by the Malaysian Army 
the following month, the vehicle is expected to be officially procured and begin 
mass production moving forward.124  

In March 2021, Senior Minister Ismail Sabri said that the government is 
considering developing guidelines for the defense and security industry.125 The 
guidelines are to focus not only on meeting military requirements but also 
on promoting the national economy and creating jobs, with the Industrial 
Collaboration Program (ICP) in government procurements, which the Defence 
White Paper suggested needs revitalization, cited as a means of implementing the 
guidelines.126 The ICP, approved in 2014, added a new Economic Enhancement 
Program (EEP) calling for cooperation in training Malaysia’s local vendors on 
top of the existing offset provisions for government procurement. For example, 
Airbus, which manufactures the A400M transport aircraft procured by the Royal 
Malaysian Air Force, is one of the companies in the defense and aerospace sector 
participating in the program and has expressed its commitment to supporting 
Malaysia’s plans to launch a multi-mission telecommunications satellite.127 
Started from September 2021, the Technology Depository Agency (TDA), which 
is in charge of implementing the ICP, has required contractors to raise the rate of 
domestic production from the previous 30% to 40% and involve local vendors in 
the supply chain as part of a series of economic recovery strategies in response 
to the downturn caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. This measure applies to not 
just defense equipment but all government procurement.

After becoming prime minister in August following period of political 
turmoil, Ismail Sabri announced the Twelfth Malaysia Plan, 2021–2025 in 
September, which serves as a national economic and industrial blueprint, and 
further reiterated that the guidelines for the defense and security industry 
would be developed over that term.128 In addition, he announced that one of the 
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programs planned for the period would include the construction of a new air 
base in Bintulu, Sarawak as a forward operating base.129 China has continuously 
dispatched vessels to engage in activity in the EEZ claimed by Malaysia that 
Bintulu faces, causing incidents such as in May 2021 when 16 People’s Liberation 
Army Air Force aircraft including Il-76 and Y-20 multipurpose airlifters flew 
near the airspace above waters claimed by Malaysia, prompting the Royal 
Malaysian Air Force to scramble jets in response. The plan to construct a base is 
thus expected to contribute to Malaysia’s maritime domain awareness and help 
strengthen the air force’s operational capabilities in an area key to air defense. 
The aforementioned Defence White Paper also calls for three new air defense 
radar sites to be built by 2025, and the Ministry of Defence issued a request for 
information on surveillance radars for the air force in June in connection with 
this.130

(4) Philippines

In his inaugural speech, Lt. Gen. Jose Faustino Jr., who was appointed chief 
of staff of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) at the end of July 2021, 
pushed for the creation of a Center for Self-Reliant Defense Posture (SRDP) 
and expressed his view that domestic defense manufacturing capabilities would 
serve as the foundation of the SRDP program.131 The Philippines has attempted 
to produce defense equipment domestically since 1988 as part of the program, but 
with the exception of select munitions such as firearms, many of its efforts failed, 
an unavoidable outcome given budget limitations and the lack of a viable domestic 
market to support the industry.132 Nevertheless, a certain technical base capable 
of equipping and supporting a military force is required for stable operations, 
and in March 2019, President Duterte issued an Executive Order transferring 
the Philippine Aerospace Development Corporation from the Department of 
Transportation’s purview to the Department of National Defense (DND).133 Later 
in November, Secretary of National Defense Delfin Lorenzana further stated at 
a ceremony commemorating the 80th anniversary of DND’s founding that he 
hopes the country will possess a defense industry of reasonable size by the end of 

President Duterte’s term in 2022. A draft of the Defense Industry Development 
Act of 2019 was also submitted to Congress that year proposing to establish a 
regulatory agency to promote domestic production and technology transfers, but 
the bill did not pass.134

In order to overcome this predicament, the Philippines has been advancing 
efforts to strengthen its national defense posture in recent years by invoking 
existing measures that are aimed at achieving economic growth by converting 
military-held assets for commercial use.135 In February 2021, the House of 
Representatives passed the House Bill on the Special Defense Economic Zone 
backing plans to ease restrictions on arms production, convert Camp General 
Antonio Luna in the Province of Bataan and other sites into special defense 
economic zones, and build defense industrial complexes in order to promote 
the defense industry.136 Such economic zones are expected to offer incentives 
in terms of investment visas for foreign investors and the rates of domestic 
production required with respect to government procurement. Two South Korean 
munitions manufacturers began operations at the Government Arsenal at Camp 
General Antonio Luna in July 2019 and it was expected that the law, if passed, 
would proactively accept private sector investment both domestically and from 
abroad to develop industrial clusters, but the Senate is unlikely to vote on the law 
by the end of 2021. 

In May 2021, Director General Charito Plaza of the Philippine Economic 
Zone Authority (PEZA), which falls under the jurisdiction of the Department 
of Trade and Industry (DTI), said that PEZA is aiming for the bill to pass 
during President Duterte’s term of office and will proceed with plans to convert 
military reservation areas in Fort Bonifacio, partially developed as a business 
district in Metro Manila, Camp Evangelista, home to the 4th Infantry Division 
headquarters in Cagayan de Oro, the regional center of Northern Mindanao, and 
military reservations in the Province of Maguindanao for commercial use, with 
other military-owned sites also under consideration. In July, PEZA and the AFP 
then signed a memorandum of agreement guiding the effective utilization of 
these military reservations.137
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Effective utilization under the plan includes not only arsenals, aircraft MRO 
and ship repair facilities, and other defense-related industries, but also information 
and food industry clusters as well as tourist and residential areas with the prospect 
of developing the reservations for an array of uses and purposes.138 Meanwhile, 
in areas such as the Province of Maguindanao where anti-government terrorist 
organizations such as the Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF) have 
been operating since the autonomous Bangsamoro government was established, 
causing delays in economic development and unstable security situations, the 
conversion of military reservations is believed to be aimed at creating jobs to 
indirectly facilitate regional stability more than promoting the defense industry.

Despite being growth drivers for the domestic defense industry, significant cuts 
were made to the defense budget and equipment spending in 2020 in order to fund 
the government’s extraordinary budget for its stimulus package. This has made 
it unlikely that the equipment procurements planned for the second phase of the 
Philippine’s military modernization plan (2018–2022) will be met. The FY2021 
defense budget, though, allocated approximately 33 billion pesos for equipment 
spending, a 32% increase year-over-year, and in May the Department of Budget 
and Management approved an allotment of approximately 12 billion pesos for the 
second phase of the plan.139 Major programs funded by the allotment included a 
ground-based air defense system and medium-lift transport aircraft based on the 
C295 for the Philippine Air Force as well as a light tank development program 
led by the Israeli defense manufacturer Elbit Systems. However, Secretary of 
National Defense Lorenzana has stated that plans to procure combat jets that were 
expected to begin during phase two are still currently underway, and as such the 
procurement of said jets may be postponed to the phase three (2023–2028) or 
thereafter.140

Having developed into middle-income countries as a result of economic 
growth, the nations described in this section are now aiming to develop their 
own locally produced armaments and promote their domestic defense industries 
in tandem with their military modernization efforts. This is seen as a response to 
their current dependence on foreign imports for much of their modern equipment, 

aiming to gradually increase both their technological capabilities and strategic 
autonomy at the same time by promoting import substitution. 
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