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ISEAS MONITOR is a socio-political survey of Southeast Asia which examines current events to 

identify trends in specific countries and in the wider region. E-mail: monitor@iseas.edu.sg 

 

THE REGION: Geopolitical Overview  

 

As 2015 draws to a close, Southeast Asia continues to confront the reality that economics 

and China remain front and centre in regional geopolitics.  

 

Despite the different size of its footprint in the various countries of Southeast Asia, China will 

remain a source of concern. Fears of a significant deceleration in Chinese growth have rocked 

financial and commodity markets. Hopes that monetary and fiscal stimuli will allow China to 

keep its 2015 growth target of 7.0 percent within reach notwithstanding, a slowing global 

economy represents a substantial challenge to ASEANôs community-building project.  

 

The process of ratification of the recently finalized Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) will now 

begin. The TPP embodies the economic backbone of the Obama administrationôs strategic 

ñpivotò to Asia and is a response to the rise of the chief rival of the United States in the region, 

China. That latter power represents, in contrast, the major force behind the proposed Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). 

 

Against the backdrop above, policy-makers in the region remain focused on when and by how 

much the US Federal Reserve will raise interest rates. Such a hike is likely to trigger rises in 

rates around the world. With slowing global growth, these rises will inevitably have political 

consequences in many of the countries in the region.   
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Observers of regional geopolitics will closely watch both the conduct and degree of acceptance 

of this monthôs elections in Myanmar and the outcome of the political challenges faced by 

Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak. These developments represent barometers not only of 

the direction of reforms in the two countries but also of the possibility of political change in a 

region in which domestic politics has presented a decidedly mixed picture in recent years.  

 

 

THE REGION: Economic Overview 

 

The economies of Southeast Asia are suffering from Chinaôs economic slowdown. 

Progress on the TPP should inspire members of the RCEP to conclude negotiations on 

that latter agreement before yearôs end. 

 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has cut its global growth forecast for 2015 to 3.1 

percent, down from 3.4 percent last year. This cut reflects three major factors: the fall in global 

commodity prices; an anticipated hike in US interest rates; and finally, Chinaôs transformation 

into an economy powered by domestic consumption and services rather than exports and 

foreign investment.  

 

The latter process of restructuring has affected Chinaôs economy directly; its growth rate has 

steadily declined in the past five years, and it is likely to struggle to meet its official growth 

forecast this year. The restructuring has also had an adverse effect on the economies of 

Southeast Asia, which are closely linked to Chinaôs. The IMF has pared down its growth 

estimates for the economies of Southeast Asia, with the exception of those of Laos, Myanmar 

and Vietnam. In particular, the outlook for the economies of Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore 

is extremely hazy. In the long run, however, Southeast Asia should gain from Chinaôs 

restructuring, as labour-intensive manufacturing activities shift to the region. Not only are 

labour costs lower in most of Southeast Asia than in China, but the region is also well connected 

to the latter country. Its firms are thus well positioned to participate in Chinaôs manufacturing 

supply chains and booming consumer market. 
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Negotiations on the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) ð the largest regional trade agreement in 

history, involving twelve Asia-Pacific countries that account for 40 percent of the global 

economy ð have been concluded. The agreement is expected to be signed during the next few 

months and ratified over the course of the next two years. Observers predict that it will generate 

massive growth opportunities for its members, which include Brunei, Malaysia, Singapore and 

Vietnam. Progress on the TPP should inject a fresh sense of urgency into the negotiations on 

the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), a rival regional trade agreement 

centred on ASEAN and its trading partners. Negotiations on the RCEP ought to conclude by 

yearôs end and result in a much-needed boost for the economies of Southeast Asia. 
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Real GDP Growth in Southeast Asia and Selected Asian and Developed Economies (year-

on-year percentage changes) 

 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, October 2015. 

 

 

 

  

 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Brunei 0.9 -2.1 -2.3 -1.2 3.2 

Cambodia 7.3 7.4 7.0 6.9 7.2 

Indonesia 6.0 5.6 5.0 4.6 5.1 

Lao P.D.R. 7.9 8.0 7.4 7.5 8.0 

Malaysia 5.5 4.7 6.0 4.7 4.5 

Myanmar  7.3 8.4 8.5 8.5 8.4 

Philippines 6.7 7.1 6.1 6.0 6.3 

Singapore 3.4 4.4 2.9 2.2 2.9 

Thailand 7.3 2.8 0.9 2.5 3.2 

Vietnam 5.2 5.4 6.0 6.5 6.4 

ASEAN-10 Average 5.8 5.2 4.8 4.8 5.5 

China 7.7 7.7 7.3 6.8 6.3 

India  5.1 6.9 7.3 7.3 7.5 

United States 2.2 1.4 2.4 2.6 2.8 

Japan 1.7 1.6 -0.1 0.6 1.0 

European Union -0.4 0.2 1.5 1.9 1.9 

World Average 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.1 3.5 
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Manufacturing Purchasing Managersô Indices of Key Economies (2015) 
 

 July August September 

Australia  50.4 51.7 52.1 

China 50.0 47.3 47.2 

Euro Area 52.4 52.3 52.0 

India  52.7 52.3 51.2 

Indonesia 47.3 48.4 47.4 

Japan 51.2 51.7 51.0 

Singapore 49.7 49.3 48.6 

South Korea 47.6 47.9 49.2 

Taiwan 47.1 46.1 46.9 

United States 53.8 51.1 50.2 

Vietnam 52.6 51.3 49.5 

 

Sources: Australian Industry Group, Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, Markit Economics, and 

Singapore Institute of Purchasing & Materials Management. The Purchasing Managersô Index (PMI) is a leading 

economic bellwether. Based on surveys of selected companies on five indicators ï employment environment, 

inventory levels, new orders, production, and supplier deliveries ï it is an indicator of the manufacturing sectorôs 

health. Because of the worldôs highly connected value chains, the PMI performance of advanced countries 

provides a good forecast of Southeast Asiaôs economic health. A PMI reading over 50 indicates an expansion in 

the manufacturing sector from the previous month. A reading under 50 indicates a contraction, while a reading at 

50 represents no change. 
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CAMBODIA  

The ruling party will continue severely squeeze the opposition. Cambodia is graduating 

from a low income to a lower middle income country. 

Toward the year end, high politics will likely prevail. The ruling Cambodian Peopleôs Party 

(CPP) will likely fiercely continue to suppress the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party 

(CNRP). 

In the indirect CPP attempt to damage the opposition ahead of the local election in 2017 and 

national election in 2018, CNRP president Sam Rainsy may be imprisoned. As usual, CPP will 

likely punish Sam Rainsy using the weak court system under its dominance and such an 

unjustified and fake reason as Sam Raingsyôs Facebook pageôs post connection to opposition 

Senator Hong Sok Hour who has been jailed. 

CPP, will likely further weaken the opposition, and likeminded groups such as (environmental) 

activists on other fronts. Two events bear watching.  One is the possible enactment of the draft 

Law on Telecommunications, which has been approved by the Council of Ministers. While the 

government defended that the law would ensure proper regulation and monitoring of the sector, 

critiques argue that the law, when passed, would become a government tool to centrally control 

over Cambodiaôs Internet and telecommunications.  Two is CPP is observed to be supporting 

a new political party, the Khmer Power Party (KPP), an attempt viewed to dilute support for 

the opposition. Given the recent and likely cruel CPPôs treatment toward the opposition, the 

donor community, especially the United State of America and the United Nations, may have 

reactions and interventions on the regime. Whatôs next and left for the weak opposition remain 

to be seen. 

Economically, attention might be paid the Cambodiaôs transition from a low income to a lower 

middle income country in the New Year. The World Bank predicted that Cambodiaôs Gross 

National Income per capita would reach US$1,096 toward the end of 2015, exceeding the 

UD$1,045 which is the threshold for a country to attain a lower middle income status.  

 

 



  
 
  

 
 
ISEAS MONITOR | A BI-MONTHLY SURVEY OF SOUTHEAST ASIA | ISSUE: 2015 NO. 6             7 

 

ISSUE: 2015 NO.6 

INDONESIA  

Assessments of Jokowiôs first year as president have been largely negative. He must rely 

on the reshuffling of his cabinet to boost his popularity. The effectiveness of government 

measures to stimulate the sluggish economy remains to be seen. 

One year into the presidency of Joko Widodo (Jokowi), his popularity rating has enjoyed a 

bounce up to 50 percent. Nevertheless, he continues to struggle to fulfil promises of clean and 

efficient government. The implementation of his infrastructure and pro-poor plans has suffered 

from poor coordination both among ministries and between the central and local governments. 

The governmentôs economic nationalism also appears unsustainable, as Indonesia is in dire 

need of foreign investment. In the meantime, the weakening of the stateôs most trusted 

institution, the Corruption Eradication Commission (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi, KPK), 

continues with great damage to the prestige and respect that it once enjoyed. 

Public opinion reflects Jokowiôs struggles. Indonesians judge him on issues such as the weak 

economy, the faltering rupiah, rising unemployment, the high price of food staples and the 

governmentôs slow response to the haze crisis. At the same time, they are satisfied with his 

decisiveness regarding the death penalty for convicted drug traffickers. 

While a furtherðand perhaps higher-impactðcabinet reshuffle may boost the presidentôs 

popularity, improved coordination among ministries will be required to support this reshuffle. 

The smooth conduct of nation-wide elections for regional leaders in December should be a 

high priority, as should action to check parliamentôs further efforts to weaken the KPK. 

The government has recently released a fourth economic package, which aims to prevent 

massive layoffs in addition to those that have already struck the textile and garment sectors. 

Labour-intensive industries are facing significant pressures, as exports slump and the weak 

rupiah drives production costs up. The new stimulus package seeks to provide financial support 

to small businesses, export-oriented businesses in particular, and to assist laid-off employees 

in opening their own businesses. This economic package has also introduced a formula to 

determine the minimum wage through reference to existing wage rates and data on inflation 

and economic growth. The goal is to bring more certainty and efficiency to businesses than the 

long and complex tripartite negotiations over minimum wage had permitted. Additional 

economic packages being introduced in the coming months remain the issue to watch. 
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MALAYSIA  

 

The Najib government will continue to struggle with the fall -out of the 1MDB scandal. It 

has limited scope to act to improve the worrying state of the national economy. 

 

As of September 2015, Malaysian authorities had arrested or charged more than 80 people 

under the Sedition Act, the Peaceful Assembly Act, the Prevention of Terrorism Act and other 

oppressive laws. The besieged Prime Minister Najib Razak is expected to continue suppressing 

the opposition and critics, increase arrests, and try to retain support through patronage for 

UMNO leaders and, in a potentially violent racial cocktail, through the manipulation of Malay 

sentiments and fears. 

 

Even before the opposition filed a motion of no-confidence against the prime minister in 

October, the speaker of parliament, Pandikar Amin, had ruled out a vote on the motion during 

the current sitting of parliament, which ends on 6 December. It is unlikely that he will allow 

the vote in the next sitting. After the attorney general rejected the proposal from Bank Negara 

Malaysia (BNM) to launch criminal prosecution procedures against 1Malaysia Development  

Berhad (1MDB), the bank insisted that it had the authority to revoke the permission that it 

granted to 1MDB for investments abroad totalling USD1.83 billion. BNM also issued a 

directive to 1MDB to repatriate that amount back to Malaysia. This independent stance could 

be the last significant action taken by BNM under Governor Zeti Akhtar Azizôs watch, as her 

tenure ends on 30 April 2016.  

 

Najib has the chance to make use of the governmentôs 2016 budget to address and redress some 

of the countryôs economic woes: rising inflation, a depreciating ringgit, high levels of capital 

flight, diminishing growth, and declining consumer and investor confidence. However, an 

unfavourable external economic environment, especially the slowdown of the Chinese 

economy, limits the range of measures that Najib can introduce. Spurring domestic demand 

will  be a major challenge, as Malaysian household debt has already gone beyond 80 percent of 

GDP. On the other hand, increasing public spending could result in a deficit that breaches the 

governmentôs self-imposed ceiling of 55 percent of GDP. 
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MYANMAR  

 

The results of the general election and whether they will be upheld will be a source of 

much speculation in the coming days. Much work will be needed to reach a nationwide 

agreement on ceasefires and peace; it is likely that skirmishes between the Myanmar 

armed forces and non-state armed groups will continue sporadically.  

 

In a few days, Myanmar citizens vote in the first general election contested by the National 

League for Democracy (NLD) in opposition to the military-backed Union Solidarity and 

Development Party (USDP). The consensus is that the NLD will win a large swathe of seats, 

but the question is whether it will win a parliamentary majority. The concerns of Myanmarôs 

citizens centre on what will happen after the election. Will the results be upheld? Will the 

military step in? Will the Union Election Commission disqualify elected candidates? Events 

immediately after 8 November will be worth watching.  

 

Mid-October saw the signing of a ñnationwideò ceasefire agreement with eight non-state armed 

groups. However, this total represents just over half of the 15 groups involved in peace 

negotiations with Naypyitaw. While President Thein Seinôs administration has portrayed the 

deal as a key achievement, it is a far cry from a durable solution. Armed groups along the 

Chinese border which refused to sign include the Kachin Independence Army, the Wa State 

Army and the Shan State Army-North, which have the largest militias in the country. This 

refusal, the continued fighting in the regions in which these groups are active and the vagueness 

of the ceasefire, disarmament and peace processes clearly demonstrate the need for more work 

before Myanmar is on its way to nationwide peace.  

 

The World Economic Forumôs annual Global Competitiveness Index for 2015-16 has ranked 

Myanmar among the ten least competitive countriesðat 131 out of 140ðin which to do 

business. The country ranked particularly low on measures of technological readiness, financial 

market development, business sophistication, transport infrastructure and electricity. In 

particular, the lack of electricity acts as a bottleneck on development. According to the 2014 

census, fewer than a third of respondents used electricity as their main source of energy for 

lighting, and slightly more than two-thirds used primarily firewood for cooking. The World 

Bankôs interest-free loan of US$400 million, agreed upon in September this year, will aid in 

the National Electrification Plan in ensuring nationwide access to electricity by 2030.  

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/t/u_thein_sein/index.html?inline=nyt-per
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THE PHILIPPINES  

 

The approach of the Philippinesô presidential election in May 2016 has begun to shape 

political and even economic developments in the country. 

 

The candidates for the 9 May 2016 presidential elections are now known, but no clear winner 

is yet identifiable. The campaign will be a close three-horse race between strong candidates 

that appeal to different constituencies. The prospects of Manuel ñMarò Roxas, President 

Benigno Aquinoôs anointed candidate, are picking up in the opinion polls, while the neophyte 

Senator Grace Poe has been the front runner in polls conducted during the last half-year. 

Finally, current Vice-President Jejomar Binay was the first to announce his candidacy, which 

he did last year. In the latest Pulse Asia poll, 26 percent of respondents give their support to 

Poe, 20 percent to Roxas and 19 percent to Binay.  

 

Senator Miriam Defensor-Santiago, who almost won the presidency in 1992, is the fourth 

serious candidate. She has no prospect of winning, and her choice of Senator Ferdinand 

ñBongbongò Marcos as her running mate is likely to alienate many of her urban supporters. 

However, if she captures more than 5 percent of the votes cast, she could be in a position to 

determine the outcome of the race among the three front-runners.  

 

The tightness of the presidential election will have an impact on the Philippine economy, the 

star performer in maritime Southeast Asia over the last five years. On the positive side, the 

closeness of the race will increase the amount of money spent on the campaign and thus drive 

demand in the economy. While Roxas is widely seen as a weak retail politician, an upsurge in 

long dormant government spending can be expected to help out the presidentôs chosen 

candidate. On the negative side, the approach of legislative and presidential elections on 9 May 

may stall the legislative process outside of work on the 2016 budget, despite the large number 

of priority bills pending. These bills include the anti-dynasty bill and the Bangsamoro Basic 

Law. Janes IHS even reports a heightened risk of kidnapping for ransom during the election 

period. The election season has only just started, and it is already hot and stormy. 

 

  


