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As anew US president takes
charge, the journey onwards

will be radically different in parts,
butit willalso have to

navigate paths carved out

by the Trump administration
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United States President Joe Biden

isan old friend of Singapore, Asean

and Asia. He knows this region
welland hasapersonal
relationship with many of its
leaders. His eight years as the US
vice-presidentand the manymore
yearsasamember ofthe US Senate
Foreign Relations Committee have
prepared him well for his new
responsibility.

The appointment of such
experienced andrespected
individuals as Mr Antony Blinken,
Mr Kurt Campbell, Mr John Kerry
and Mr Jake Sullivan to high
positions in his administration has
been wellreceived.

Afterthe chaos of the last four
years, Asians can expect the Biden
administration to be rational,
predictable and competent.

CONTINUITY

There will be both continuity and
change in US policy towards the
region.

Texpect the following policies of
the Trump administration to be
continued by the Biden
administration.

First, the USwill remain the
dominant military power in the
Indo-Pacific, with the US Navy's
Seventh Fleet basedin Japanand
US troops in South Korea and
Australia.

Second, the US will build ever
closerrelations with Indiaand
Vietnam,

Third, the USwill encourage its

: private sector to compete more

¢ vigorously with China, in the

: region, in trade, investment,

¢ infrastructure building, human

: capitaldevelopment and other

: areas.

: Fourth, the USwill continue with
+ its freedom of navigation

: operationsin the South China Sea.

| CHANGE

i The Biden administration will
: depart from the Trump
i administration in some important
: areas. These changeswill be
welcomed by Asia.
First, the US will return to the

Paris Agreement on climate
: change.
i Second,the USwill return tothe
: World Health Organisation
i (WHO).

Third, the US will cease its
i campaign against multilateralism
: andmultilateral institutions.
Fourth, the US willreturn to its
: traditional position of supporting
i free trade and globalisation,
: rolling back economic policies
i that,among other things, leaned
i onpunitive tariffs that alienated
i both friends and foes without
¢ achieving its desired domestic
i goals.

Fifth, the US willsupport the
: United Nations’ Sustainable
: Development Goals.

ASEAN AND SOUTH-EAST ASIA

i Ithink the Biden administration
¢ willunderstand that South-east
i Asiais the principal region in

¢ whichthe USand Chinaare

: competing for influence. This

! realisation will elevate the

i Aseanin US policy.
Itherefore expect the Biden
: administration to do the following:
First, [ expect President Biden to
: hold anannual summit with the
: leaders of Asean.
Second, I expect President Biden

: attend the annual Asean summit

: andrelated summits. In Asia,

: relationships matter and turning
: upisashow of respect. In the past
: fouryears, Mr Donald Trump

: attended only one Asean summit.
{  Third, Iexpect the Biden

: administration torespect Asean’s
i aspiration to maintain its unity,

: centrality and independence. This
¢ isimportant because Asean does

“Environment
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o

notwish tobe pressured by the
: greatpowerstotakesides.

Fourth, I hope that the Biden

¢ administration will seriously

: consider rejoining the

: Comprehensive and Progressive

i Agreement for Trans-Pacific

¢ Partnership, which, inits original
: form (Trans-Pacific Partnership),
: wasalandmark achievement of

: the Obamaadministration. Trade
¢ isstrategyand the US cannot

: affordnottobe part of this

¢ important regional economic

i architecture.

JAPAN, AUSTRALIA, INDIA

Japanand Australia are treaty
: alliesofthe US. Indiais not.

However, the US, Japan,

i Australiaand India have one thing
i incommon: Theyall perceive the
: rise of Chinawith concern.

They have, therefore, come

: together in agrouping called the
i Quad. The stability of the Quad

: depends on Australia. If thereisa
i change of government in

: Australia, the Labor government
i may withdraw from the Quad, asit
: did once before. :

The Biden administration has

said thatitintends to unite the

i democratic countries against

i China.ldon’tthink thisisan

¢ achievable objective since many
i democratic countries, such as

i South Koreaand New Zealand,

: want to be on good terms with

¢ China.

There are very few countries in

i Asia, democratic or otherwise,
: thatare willing tojoin aUS-led
i coalitionagainst China.

i NORTHKOREA

: importance of South-east Asia and

: President Biden will not follow

: MrTrump’s precedent on dealing
: with North Korea. I don’t think

: there will be a third US-North

¢ Korea summit after the firstin

: Singapore (2018) and the second
{ i inVietnam (2019).

: orVice-President Kamala Harristo
: that North Korea will not give up
: itsnuclear weapons and ballistic
i missiles, because they guarantee
: theregime’s survival.

The Biden team should realise

The unpleasant truth is that

¢ countries that have acquired

i nuclear weaponswillnot give

: themup. The question is, what

: does Chairman Kim Jong Un want
: inreturnforgiving up his nuclear
: weapons and ballistic missiles?

[ he Biden administration:
d ahead for Asia

i CHINA

¢ Whatwill be President Biden’s
¢ policy towards China? Although
¢ only fouryears have passed since
¢ the end of the Obama
¢ administration, there hasbeena
¢ paradigm change in US attitude
: towards China,
During the Obama
i administration, the USsaw China
: asafriend and a competitor.
i Today, the US perceives Chinaasa
¢ strategic competitorandan
i adversary. Idon’t think this legacy
: ofthe Trump administration will
i change,
¢ The Trumpadministration had
i launcheda Cold War against
: China.Under Mr Biden, the Cold
i Warwillbecomea Cold Peace. The
: difference is that, ina Cold Peace,
i while the relationship remains
¢ adversarialin nature, it is not
i alwaysazero-sumgame.
Shorn of the incendiary
i anti-communist rhetoric of the
: Trump era, the Biden team will
i focuson: (a) preventing China
i from catching up with the US

i President Joe Bidenwants
¢ America to lead the world

: again. Hisfirst priority

i should be tolead the world
! through the WHO, to defeat
: Covid-19. Apart from

: inoculating the American

: people, he should help the
: poorer countriestoacquire
{ thevaccines for their

! people. The truthis that

i Americanswill not be safe

: unlessthe people of the

i Third World are safe.
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i militarily, (b) preventing China

¢ from dominating East Asia, (c)

i preventing China from turning the
i South ChinaSeaintoaChinese

i lake, and (d) changing the world’s

i perception of Americaasa

i declining superpower anda

: dysfunctional democracy.

HOW TOLEAD THE WORLD

¢ Since the end of World War I1, the
i UShad been the leader of the

: world. This leadershiprole ended
¢ withMr Trump, who had no

¢ interest in playingsucharole, He
i hadfelt that the world had taken

¢ advantage of the generosity of the
: US.Hewanted toredress thatand
: pursued policies supposedly

i designedto “Make America Great
: Again”, His vision of America was
: asacolossus, dominating the rest
: of the world; there was no room for
i multilateralism, while bilateral

: relations, evenwith longstanding
: allies, were viewed througha

: transactionalist lens.

President Biden wants America

! tolead the world again. His first

i priority should be tolead the world
: through the WHO, to defeat

i Covid-19. Apart from inoculating

: the American people, he should

i help the poorer countries toacquire
: thevaccines for their people. The

i truthis that Americans will not be

: safeunless the people of the Third

: Worldare safe.

President Biden's second

i priority should be to help the

i world economyrecover from the

¢ currentrecession. The process of

i rebuilding the national economies
¢ and creating jobs will take time

i andresources. The US should

: mobilise the International

i Monetary Fund, the World Bank

: andother developmentbanksina

i concerted effort torevitalise

: growth. Itisalsoimportant that we
i shouldbuild back better andin a

: more sustainable way. Mr Biden’s

: nominee for US Treasury

: Secretary, DrJanet Yellen,

: understands the challenge and has
: theability to deliver the solutions.

President Biden's third priority

: should be tolead the world,

: through the UN, to combat climate
: change, the mass extinction of

i speciesand the degradation of the
: world’soceans.Iam glad that he

i hasput Mr Kerryin charge of this

: agenda. Mr Kerry hadplayeda

i decisiverole in the success of the

: Paris conference on climate

i change.

There is very little time left for

i humanity to change the way in

¢ whichit hasused the earth’s

i resourcesandits ecosystems. If we
: donotmakea paradigm change in
i ourmindset, our policies and our

: actions, we may eventually make

: the planetuninhabitable.
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i ®» Tommy Koh served as Singapore’s
i ambassador tothe US from 1984 to
: 1990 and is chairman of the Centre
i forInternational Law at the National
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