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Introduction

The dominance of the US in global world affairs has recently been placed 

in question because of its decaying economy and ever-worsening 

domestic crisis. Challenging its stature is the emergence of China as 

a rival power. China’s competitiveness and drive for self-preservation 

has wrapped the world in its web of reach and influence. To ensure that 

Chinese industries are productive and financially stable, resources and 

raw materials from poverty-stricken countries with totalitarian leaders are 

being siphoned off in exchange for aid or loans. To sustain its economic 

growth, China has to open up more markets and investment opportunities 

overseas. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which Xi Jin Ping has peddled 

to governments who are also potential partners, entails the construction of 

a network of railways, roads, pipelines, and utility grids that traverse Central 

Asia, West Asia, parts of Pakistan, East Africa, and Southern Europe.

Despite the EU being a supranational organization and the US being an 

independent state, they have shared strong trade ties and military defense 

cooperation. Illustrative of this is the establishment of the North Atlantic 
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Treaty Organization (NATO) through the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949. 

The Treaty stipulated mutual defense against external threat among 29 

countries from North America and Europe. To date, however, relations 

between the European Union (EU) and the US have grown tense. Trump’s 

ultranationalist positioning against EU’s admittance of refugees did not 

sit well with Angela Merkel. In 2017, Merkel declared that the Europeans 

cannot rely on any assistance from the US anymore. In retaliation, Trump 

threatened to impose a trade embargo against German cars.

To salvage the US’ hegemonic position, Trump adapted the strategy of 

encirclement to contain and undermine China and draw Russia from 

the proximity of the EU. The US’ military relations with Japan and the 

Philippines continue to be strengthened, fueling militarist stance to 

territorial disputes with China and the increase of US military bases 

and exercises (APRN, 2017). The US’ pro-Russia stance has seen the 

escalation of military conflicts between Ukraine and Syria, the deployment 

of additional American troops in Eastern Europe, and larger joint exercises 

under the auspices of NATO along Russia’s borders (Goldstein, July 10, 

2019). The termination of the Nuclear Deal with Iran in 2018 has pushed 

the US into an isolated position while adding another flashpoint for war 

in West Asia. Moreover, it has sent ambivalent signals to the international 

community as it simultaneously tried to reach an agreement on nuclear 

arms with North Korea.    

The different ways by which the competing hegemonies assert their 

power and influence is characteristic of multipolarity. Through the course 

of history, the people have seen the transformation from the unipolarity 

of American primacy after World War II, to a bipolar world during the 

Cold War Period, and a multipolar order in the 21st century. 
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To maintain economic and political power against other states or against 

the people in their respective countries in the midst of shifting power 

relations, militarism is par for the course, as manifested by billions spent 

on defense and armaments. According to the data released by Stockholm 

International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), military spending peaked 

at US $ 1.7 trillion in 2017 or 2.2 percent of global gross domestic product 

(GDP). More than half of this amount or US $900 billion was spent by 

NATO member-countries as they have the commitment of allocating a 

portion of their GDP to the Organization. The US was the top spender at 

US $610 billion; followed by China at US $228 billion; then Russia at US 

$70 billion. 

Global weapons sales have steadily spiked. American companies in this 

sector earned US $217.2 billion in 2016. This was 57.9 percent of the US 

$374.8 billion accumulated sales of the world’s top 100 arms producers 

and military service companies.  France, Italy, Germany, and the UK 

recorded an increase in sales with US $91.6 billion while Russia had an 

overall total of US $26.6 billion. South Korean companies led the Asian 

market with US $8.4 billion in sales.   

As export goods, these weapons are used to sustain wars, covert 

operations, and military operations in Asia and the Middle East. Support 

for regimes either through ‘soft power’ diplomacy or infusing military 

aid has jeopardized democracy. Global militarism has been transposed 

to the national level through despotic local legislation and foreign policy 

favorable to the economic expansionist tendencies of the global powers 

as they compete for more raw materials, low-cost labor, markets, and 

supply routes. 
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Consequently, we see national governments facilitating resource grabs 

for transnational corporations. An example is Cambodia’s strategic 

partnership with China that gave 280,000 hectares of land concessions 

for Chinese companies (PCFS, 2019). There is also an increase in the 

number of reported violations against national sovereignty (which 

is assumed to be universally immutable) in the form of illegal fishing 

and exploratory scientific expeditions in contested waters as well as 

unsanctioned sea patrols. Local authorities quell solidarity among the 

people by capitalizing on perceived social cleavages and provoking 

war over religion or race. Moreover, killings of human rights defenders, 

indigenous peoples, peasants, farmers, and workers who stand up 

against authoritarian governments have become commonplace.  

People’s resistance has remained vibrant in the face of new and 

intensifying forms of repression. Solidarity bound by the collective 

assertion for democratic rights and self-determination is as formidable 

as ever. Wars for national liberation have found support from the masses 

who consider it an emancipating counter-narrative against growing state 

fascism. 

Objectives

As an urgent and overarching concern of the people, APRN held its 

research conference on militarism and conflicts in Asia Pacific with the 

theme, “People’s Resistance in Asia Pacific in a Multipolar World” last 

November 4 to 6, 2019. 

The main objective conference of the was to consolidate people’s 

research on how people’s movements resist militarism as a response to 
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the geopolitical and geo-economic global configuration with the rise of 

a multipolar world order. Concurrent to this is the shift in the strategies 

of governments and the adverse impacts of such on the marginalized 

and the vulnerable sectors. Secondarily, the Network aims to strengthen 

evidence-based policy intervention for campaign initiatives against 

militarism on the national and sub-regional levels. Workshops after each 

panel were designed to elicit research initiatives towards collaborative 

and coordinated policy research. 

Sections in this Volume

To fulfill these objectives, this compendium of policy research papers 

was developed from the presentations and subsequent discussions on 

the prevailing sub-themes on militarism and conflicts in the Asia Pacific. 

It  is divided into two sections: (a) the geopolitical and geo-economic 

dimensions of a multipolar world; and, (b)  people’s resistance and the 

continuing struggle for a just peace. 

The first section begins with an overview of the current state-of-play 

in the Asia Pacific region as the new multipolar system matures. While 

mainstream analysts have focused on the emergence of Russia and 

China as rivals to the United States, policy frameworks of the allies of 

these hegemonies have to be scrutinized as they strive to carve their 

own political and economic niches in the face of competition. 

The discourse on rising sub-regional tensions have been relegated to 

the sidelines. Citizens have become casualties in conflicts between 

countries struggling for regional supremacy such as India and Pakistan. 

The first paper provides a nuanced historical and geopolitical context on 
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the ongoing conflict in Jammu and Kashmir.  Jammu and Kashmir are 

strategic areas and subject of competition among India, Pakistan and 

China, US, France, Britain, and Japan. 

Government spending including aid, as an indicator of its geopolitical 

alignment and priorities in terms of policy, is taken up in this section. The 

paper on India’s increase in military spending suggests that beefing up its 

armaments is not a guarantee for peace domestically and in its relations 

with its neighbors. The piece on Australia’s military and its integration to 

diplomatic and strategic priorities through military aid exposes how this 

is being maximized as deterrent against China’s posturing in the Pacific 

Islands while leaning towards a US-centered strategic stance. 

The research on the mining industry in Mongolia and its impact to the 

environment and nomadic communities and the paper on the economic 

and environmental impacts of the reclamation activities of China in the 

West Philippine Sea manifest how economic competition among social 

hegemonies has been transposed to the national level. These papers 

manifest how local legislation and foreign economic policies are shaped 

to favor the economic expansionism of the global powers competing for 

raw materials, low-cost labor, markets, and supply routes. 

The second section of the book is introduced by an analysis on the policies 

and mechanisms that have been used by hegemonies to eradicate, 

dilute, or co-opt movements and activists . This section reminds political 

activists that in order to struggle for a  just and lasting peace, there 

should be an equal focus on imperialist adversaries and the needs of the 

suffering people. 
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The research in this section focuses on the resistance to the adverse 

social impacts of the relations between rising global superpowers and 

repressive governments. The prevailing military-industrial framework 

has given rise to strongmen prone to excessive use of force to advance 

the neoliberal agenda. This is highlighted in the contribution on the 

effects of militarism on women and children in the Philippines under 

Duterte. Moreover, the forceful government acquisition of lands in 

Singhur, West Bengal, India has laid the conditions for successful 

campaigns and collective action among the peasants against the policy 

and the construction of a private car manufacturing plant. The paper on 

West Papua’s struggle for self-determination identifies US imperialist 

domination and economic contestation in Asia and the Pacific as the 

underlying cause for Papua Island to be a prime target for militarization. 

The Indonesian government has implemented a military policy not only 

to tighten control but also to accelerate investment. 

In the context of the continuing struggle for peace, the penultimate 

paper of this section highlights the decades-long struggle of the people 

of Okinawa under Japanese and US imperialism and the grassroots 

tactics that they have employed in their valiant and multiple attempts 

to assert their rights through constitutionally guaranteed democratic 

and legal mechanisms. The paper on the Rohingya refugees in Cox’s 

Bazaar, Bangladesh describes the people-to-people solidarity as one 

of the steps in building peace and  the necessity to shift the discourse 

on refugees to  the crisis of neoliberal globalization and the conflicts 

between competing social hegemonies that drive minorities away from 

their home countries.  
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APRN hopes that the policy research papers in this book shall help 

bolster the people’s defiance against imperialist plunder and corporate 

greed that give rise to conflict and strife.  In the long term, may this book 

also strengthen our resolve to struggle with the people to end the said 

causes of war. 



                             SECTION 1
 

The People’s 
Resistance in a 

Multipolar World
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The Asia Pacific in a Multi-Polar World, 
An Overview
Antonio Tujan, Jr.

Chairperson Emeritus, IBON International

Since the onset of the twenty-first century, the Asia-Pacific has been 

one of the centers of attention of the Western world. An important 

source of raw materials and rapidly growing trade, it became even more 

important for investment, trade, and production in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. New industrialized economic powerhouses emerged 

in some countries (like Japan, and tigers like Taiwan and Korea) but overall, 

Asia faced and is still facing a difficult situation of poverty, conflict, and 

increasing inequality.

But while Asia is the current center of attention, especially with the economic 

growth of the Orient, the “center of the world” remains the Atlantic where the 

advanced industrialized countries and the imperialist powers, US and Europe 

(UK/France/Germany), are situated; while Japan, the third leading imperialist 

power of a triad, has fallen into economic decline. Since the turn of the century, 

however, the geopolitical balance of global economic and military power is 

increasingly being equalized with the rise of China as an economic, political, 

and military power in its own right, and the Russian tilt towards the Orient.  
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The twentieth century became known as the American century wherein 

the monopoly capitalists of the US, in a strategic alliance with those of 

Europe and Japan, made the US the hegemonic economic, political and 

military power of the world. The Asia Pacific was only third in terms of 

trade and investment at the turn of the century, but with its vast natural 

resources and manpower and effective implementation of neoliberal 

policies favoring foreign investment and trade, Asia achieved rapid 

economic growth, especially the so-called tiger economies.

Rapid economic growth through the path of neoliberal policies promoting 

transnational investment and trade created another Asia of people and 

communities which were the victims and fallouts of neoliberalism. The 

Asia-Pacific Research Network (APRN) and its members have been 

chroniclers of the massive impacts in the economic, social, and political 

life of the people and society as a result of policies of liberalization, 

deregulation, and privatization imposed on Asian governments and 

peoples. People’s protests have broken out in the past decades as 

industrial and rural development became distorted, jobs and livelihoods 

were destroyed and resources shifted away from meeting the needs of 

the people in the global economy.  Workers and farmers and especially 

the marginalized urban poor, settlers, indigenous, fisherfolk, and others 

have been struggling against neoliberalism.

Shift to a multi-polar world order

The US utilized its victory in World War II to craft its hegemonic position 

in rebuilding economies destroyed by the war through the World Bank; 

controlled financial systems through the International Monetary Fund 
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(IMF); controlled political decision making through the United Nations 

(UN); and established a network of security agreements under its military 

control.  It also continued its policy of aggression and war with the Korean 

War, followed by the Vietnam War.  It embarked on the Cold War and 

military armaments race with the Soviet Union to assert its hegemony 

and kept the Soviet Bloc at bay.

The Soviet challenge to US hegemony and the ensuing conflict between 

the two ‘superpowers’ was played in all arenas including the race for 

technology and control over space. It also meant overspending for war, 

military buildup and the development of armaments that took its toll on 

both economies.  The US implemented neoliberalism as a strategy to 

further exert control on semi-colonies and other economies, and stave 

off crisis after crisis of overproduction.  The Soviet Union abandoned 

socialism and embarked on a form of state capitalism that fared worse, 

not only in providing a better life for the people, but also lost innovation for 

economic development. Its downfall was the product of the bankruptcy 

of its corrupt political and state machinery that pretended to be socialism 

but implemented social-imperialism.

After the downfall of the Soviet Union, a period of US sole hegemony 

or US primacy ensued.  But such a period was not marked by economic 

prosperity since the situation of a glut of production since the 1990s 

remained. The only new wealth was made through investment 

speculation and in some areas of consumer electronics. Imperialist 

triumphalism, such as the so-called ‘end of history’ and the end of class 

struggle, was deflated soon enough with the global economic crisis of 

2008 - a depressionary crisis that rivaled the 1930s Great Depression.  

The global monopoly capitalist system has not shrugged off this crisis, 
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leaving advanced industrialized countries in near-zero growth rates ten 

years after.

But China was able to avoid the worst of the global crisis since it had 

strategically positioned itself as the factory of the world by ensuring low 

wages, good infrastructure, and incentives to funnel foreign investments 

to itself. Aggressive promotion of capital build-up and state intervention 

and support led to the growth of large corporations that partner with the 

government are major factors in the sudden rise of China as resurgent 

economic leader of the world. A few countries have also been targets for 

investment promotion called the tigers, currently including Vietnam and 

the Philippines. 

But China and the US are worlds apart in their strategies and their 

relative strengths and roles in the world economy. The US relies on its 

prime economic role with the global peg of currencies to the US dollar; 

its overweening control over the World Bank and IMF; its prime role as 

globo-cop with its military-industrial complex; its wars of aggression; its 

nuclear might; and its prime political role in the UN and the G7.  But its 

industries and its domestic economy are in tatters and its corporations 

continue to fail and cannot compete globally.  

China, on the other hand, has achieved a degree of consolidation of the 

state-big business combine that is more efficient than that of the US; 

built up its industry; advanced in technological innovation; developed 

clientelism to create neocolonial relations of its own to subvert the 

West’s spheres of influence; while maintaining intra-imperialist relations 

of investment and trade.  In the meantime, it embarked on a massive 

arms race to build up its military strength including its nuclear and space 
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capability.  It relies on the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa) to provide political, military and economic collaboration.

The emergence of the multipolar order

In 2013, western governments (the US and Europe) complained at the 

UN that there is now a failure of the multilateral system. Concretely, 

the so-called failure stems from the new configuration in the “G77 

plus China” which consolidated its main allied governments in the 

developing countries. China now leads the so-called developing world 

G77 and has been flexing its muscles in blocking western imperialist 

initiatives. The US and European governments now complain of a 

failure of multilateral decision-making because they can no longer have 

their way at everything. 

That was a symptom of a new state of things in global politics.  Whereas 

the US became the sole hegemon or what others call the US empire 

from the decade of the ‘90s, the global economic collapse in 2008 two 

decades later ushered a new situation for the US empire - economic 

parity with China and military parity with Russia.  The weakening of 

US-European Union (EU) relations presents a further dimension of multi-

polarity among the global powers. But the global configuration is still 

evolving from 2010 to the present. 

This evolution means that now, the US cannot simply threaten to 

attack Venezuela in early 2019 whereas several decades ago, the US 

neoconservatives under the baton of Bush unilaterally bombed and 

invaded Afghanistan and Iraq. And Russia and China could not even 

raise objections in the UN Security Council on that unilateral act. Now, 
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the US cannot simply attack nor send troops to Venezuela because of 

Russia and China’s support for the latter including at the UN. This is one 

telling example that we are now in a multi-polar world.

The US President Trump and the rest of the US officialdom admit indirectly 

that it faces parity with China, especially in the economic field as domestic 

industry and trade remain weakened and dependent on China. The 

Pentagon admits that the US is in a post-primacy period. It means that in 

terms of global military and political power the US is no longer “Optimus 

Prime”, and it has to claw its way against Russia and China. 

Because of the 2008 depressionary crisis that still lingers in the world 

today, China has overtaken the US as the world’s largest economy 

in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP), but not in gross national 

income (GNI) (World Bank, 2018). Along with China’s accession to the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, the government embarked 

on a national plan for comprehensive infrastructure development to 

support trade and investment using earnings from exports. Beyond 

becoming the “factory of the world,” China modernized further by 2010 

as a high-tech capital of the world in competition with the rest of East 

Asia, Europe, and the US.

China is still seeking ways to topple the US economic juggernaut from 

the apex of the world economy - pushing the yuan as an alternative 

currency for international transactions to weaken the dollar peg as world 

currency; establishing its own New Development Bank as an alternative 

to the World Bank; and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) 

as an alternative to different EximBanks of Europe and the US.  The 
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sheer size and the strength of China’s economy that has been least 

affected by the global crisis among world powers have made China the 

formidable main competitor seeking to eclipse US primacy. 

On the other hand, the US military and its industrial complex remains a 

pillar of dominance, accounting for half of all military expenditures of the 

world, more than 90 percent of overseas bases, and engagement in wars 

and conflicts around the world.  But Russia has parity with the US nuclear 

capacity and heavy artillery/armament (though aging) while China has 

parity in terms of military personnel (World Bank, 2018). Despite US 

dominance in all global economic and political-military structures, China 

was still successful in overtaking and overcoming these structures and 

Russia remains a formidable challenge to US military dominance.  The 

establishment of the BRICS which brings together Brazil, South Africa, 

and India besides Russia and China on one hand, and the realignment 

among Western powers plus Japan/Australia makes for a rapidly evolving 

multi-polar global situation. 

The US establishment seeks to recover its eroding primacy. But Trump’s 

efforts elicit debate on how effective these are in initiating trade wars 

especially against China (including Canada and the European Union); 

whipping North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) powers into line to 

spend more to prop US military spending and contain Russia; initiating 

an Indo-Pacific alliance with Japan, Australia and India against China; 

and pursuing action against Russia, Iran, North Korea or Venezuela. The 

task is proving to be more difficult for Trump as other powers increasingly 

assert their self-interest under a multi-polar situation.  
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Foreign Investment and “Aid”

When it serves its interests, China considers itself a developing country 

with a target of eradicating poverty by 2025 and still refers to its social 

system as socialism with Chinese characteristics. But China is an 

advanced industrialized capitalist economy that faces the advantages 

and difficulties of size and uneven development. The size of China’s 

big corporations that rival or even surpass the largest in the world, 

and the number of billionaires that surpass the number in the Western 

monopoly capitalist countries attest to the monopoly capitalist core of 

the Chinese social system (Murphy, Tucker, Marley, & Touryalai, 2019). 

This was achieved in rapid fashion because of the role of the state 

which is wedded to the big bourgeoisie not only in terms of state policy 

that provide control over freewheeling monopoly capital but also assists 

and works hand in glove with the state corporations to assure societal 

economic benefits. 

Export of capital in the form of foreign investment such as in infrastructure, 

industrial development, and production, in natural resources extraction 

and others, are the same as Western monopoly capital but is more 

insidious in mixing trade and investment with aid or overseas development 

assistance (ODA). It Is packaged as South-South Cooperation (SSC) 

among developing countries but the SSC of China and the BRICS powers 

with its onerous loans is more comparable to the traditional ODA of the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and 

quite unlike the SSC practiced by Cuba or other developing countries.

This Chinese cooperation has rivaled the scale of traditional or Northern 

cooperation and assistance which is touted as free of conditionalities 
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unlike traditional ODA, whether grants or loans. But Chinese cooperation 

has unwritten conditionalities creating competing clientelism, especially 

among small and weak dependent countries. Even more alarming is 

the new practice of forfeiting unpaid loans resulting in the seizure of 

infrastructure and other patrimony that had been put up as collateral. It 

has been asserted that Chinese cooperation, at the very least, provides 

developing countries an option or relief from Western ODA. Nevertheless, 

these loans create a double debt burden for the already heavily indebted 

countries of the South.

China’s One Belt and Road (OBOR) program scales up investment/ODA 

beyond more than just infrastructure with its geopolitical, economic 

development, military implications, and potential. It also defines its 

sphere of influence as radiating outwards to Africa and Europe.  It also 

serves as an instrument for inter-imperialist cooperation with European 

and Eurasian (Russia) powers. But it can also facilitate or be a staging 

ground for offensive military action.

Chinese monopoly capital also has its particular characteristics. As it goes 

about carving its spheres of influence by developing client governments 

as a form of neocolonialization, China is on the path of fulfilling the 

requisites of imperialism.  The massive armaments buildup, the seizing 

of territories in disputed lands and waters like the West Philippine Sea, 

the political leadership in G77 and the BRICS, the counter international 

financial institutions are aspects of Chinese imperialism that are quite 

unlike that of the West and requires our further research. 

South-South Cooperation practiced by China, India, and other BRICS 

powers is more insidious because it pretends to be horizontal in assuring 
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equality and mutual benefit but its interpretation of mutual benefit does 

not practice solidarity.  It asserts benefits for the provider like China in 

assuring access for natural resources and economic privileges not unlike 

but in many cases worse than Northern ODA.  China’s assertion of tied 

aid is unlike any of that practiced by others where even workers are 

imported and become migrants in the recipient countries. China’s new 

practice of attaching parts of national patrimony as collateral for loans 

is unheard of in the international community.  China and other BRICS 

providers’ avoidance of human rights standards for effective development 

is beyond the pale. It is not SSC but plain Southern ODA of the BRICS 

and Arab donors.

Critical research is necessary to expose the difference between Southern 

ODA from the so-called standards of South-South development 

cooperation that is horizontal.  This should be differentiated from the new 

generation of assistance cum investment by China in the BRI projects 

and therefore has to be investigated even more because it is a new set 

of arrangements for investment and ODA. At the same time, it also shifts 

the different aspects of China’s roles in geopolitics and the military.

Trade

The severe crisis facing the US can be seen in the empty towns, empty 

malls, and factories. The US now has a 20 percent poverty incidence, 

similar to most developing countries - the only advanced industrial 

country with such a level of poverty. It is under such state of affairs that 

Trump won the presidential election based on promises to bring back 

jobs and achieve industrial recovery. For Trump, a trade war with China 
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will allow capitalists to compete and invest again in production.  The 

conservative lobby is not satisfied fighting trade wars with China alone, 

thus Canada, European Union, and others are for the taking.  Such trade 

wars are symptoms of the dire global crisis of overproduction facing 

monopoly capital and a harbinger of real war.

The International Trade Organization was created under the auspices of 

the United Nations after World War II as a mechanism to prevent conflict 

such as trade wars. This was replaced by the General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade (GATT) which eventually created the WTO - the key difference 

was besides mediating trade it ensured the promotion of neoliberal 

policies and TNC investment. Thus the WTO should be dismantled and 

the US efforts to sabotage the dispute mechanism and the trade wars 

it launches with other countries contribute to delegitimizing the WTO 

as a paramount institution for neoliberal trade. Some non-governmental 

organizations (NGO) fear, however, that delegitimizing the WTO will 

have a negative effect of “throwing the baby out with the bathwater” 

and would prefer a surgical operation against neoliberal elements in the 

agreement.

The Asia Pacific as the center of contention

While the US still accounts for the largest and the highest increase in 

defense spending in the world, China now follows with the second 

highest increase. Russia remains the second-largest defense budget but 

military spending slowed down in 2018 because of sanctions imposed 

by the US and NATO. It is prioritizing nuclear weapons development 

while putting on hold the buildup of conventional military hardware. Its 
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military sales to China and the Philippines is an important opportunity 

for Russia to buck sanctions (Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute, 2019)

While China appears to take a defensive military posture to secure its 

perimeter as a reaction to the US Indo-Pacific military strategy directed 

against it, its defenses can easily be built up and shifted for offensive 

measures against the US and its allies. Measures to protect its borders 

can also be easily used for aggressive means. For example, the Spratly 

islands, some of which are claimed by the Philippines, have been turned 

into Chinese military garrisons and landing strips which can be used to 

invade the Philippines and beyond (Friedman, 2017).

The US under Bush Junior declared “war against terror” almost twenty 

years ago.  Then the US presented its strategy to address the so-

called “axis of evil” that spans from Iraq to North Korea.  With the 

pivot to Asia, the US has unveiled its strategy to claim the Pacific 

for itself and develop an alliance with Australia, India, Thailand, the 

Philippines, Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea to contain China militarily.  

This strategy has been refurbished as the new Indo-Pacific strategy of 

encircling China with its recent alliance with India, along with Australia 

and Japan as linchpins. In this current iteration, US geopolitical strategy 

entails consolidation of relations – military as well as socio-economic 

and cultural relations – with India, along with key allies like Japan, South 

Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, and Australia.

Northeast Asia, which includes the two Koreas, Japan, and China 

with Taiwan, is critically important for the US because of the region’s 

economic significance; the contention between China and US allies; and 
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the unfinished Korean War that the US instigated against the Democratic 

People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).  The DPRK has rightly embarked on 

building nuclear weapons for self-defense in the face of US provocations 

in a state of war.  The Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) 

anti-missile defense system deployed by the US in Seongju further 

militarizes the Korean peninsula even as South Korea already hosts and 

pays for increasing deployment of US troops and expansion of military 

bases despite strenuous protests from the population.   

Japan as a junior imperialist power and lackey of the US has been 

pushed to revise its peace constitution to revive militarism and rearm 

under US direction against perceived threats from China and the DPRK. 

China’s occupation of small islands in the North China Sea claimed by 

Japan, and the military bluster between China and Taiwan, bolsters 

militarism and heightens tensions in the sub-region. The decades long 

depression in Japan can entice even more militarism to jump-start 

economic recovery. 

The global crisis has severely affected the workers and farmers in the 

region as Japan remains crisis-ridden and China’s growth is dragged 

down by the trade war with the US.  Unemployment continues to 

worsen.  On the other hand, worker, farmer, and student agitation 

against the state is met with extreme violence especially in China.  Hong 

Kong citizens and residents continue to agitate against undemocratic 

impositions and human rights abuses despite their status as a special 

administrative region under two systems.  Protesting students, 

employees, and workers face further police action despite generally 

peaceful protests. 
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South-East Asia is a rapidly growing sub-region of high-income and 

middle income developing countries combined with fast-rising middle 

income and lower-income countries and least developed countries 

(LDCs). For this reason, the Association of Southeast Asian Countries 

(ASEAN) is often considered a proxy for the whole Asian region, 

especially in the absence of a pan-Asian intergovernmental association. 

Thus back-to-back to the ASEAN Leaders Meeting is the East Asian 

Summit that includes the leaders of ASEAN plus China, Japan, India, 

Australia, and the US.

Historically, the ASEAN was created by the US as a foil against 

Communist China and Indochina. Thus US influence is strong in the sub-

region and further strengthened with the security pact between the US 

and ASEAN.  But China – no longer communist - uses its large market to 

entice other countries to engage in free trade through the “Early Harvest” 

agreement that strengthens Chinese exports to the region, to the 

disadvantage of Japan, Korea, and the US.  When Trump pulled the US 

out of the Transpacific Trade Partnership Agreement, thereby weakening 

the initiative, the China-sponsored Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) gained greater momentum. The RCEP was almost 

concluded in 2019 without Trump in attendance but India’s belated 

reticence resulted in a one-year delay.

The termination of the lease for US bases in the Philippines in 1992 

was hastily replaced with a series of agreements, the recent one being 

the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) that ensures 

continued US military engagement and stationing of US troops on 

Philippine soil.  Similar security agreements have been struck with the 

Thai and Indonesian governments to ensure that US military control 
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remains in the region in the guise of fighting terrorists. Vietnam has 

strengthened its political and military relations with the US against China. 

Protests and militant actions by the people in the Philippines, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, West Papua, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Thailand continue 

against neoliberal impositions and programs/projects against workers, 

displacement of rural folk, and their communities from their lands, coastal 

areas, and forested mountains. Armed revolutions are raging in the 

Philippines and West Papua under conditions of martial rule and other 

armed struggles threaten to erupt.

South Asia is another sub-region with a large powerful country (India) 

in contention with another strong country much like the configuration in 

Northeast Asia with China and Japan.  In this case, India is the largest 

country in the subcontinent currently in military conflict with Pakistan 

over the Kashmir and Jammu region. The conservative communalist BJP 

government under Mody is embarking on a campaign to secure its claims 

against separatists in the Northwest in the case of Kashmir, and in the 

Northeast in the case of Assam.  The issue between Pakistan and India 

is historically complicated but what is buried in the conflict is the right to 

self-determination of the people of Kashmir and Jammu.  The same can 

be said for the people of Assam, Manipur, and other nations trapped in 

Northeast India. Or the Rohingya forcibly displaced from their homeland 

by Myanmar to Cox’s Bazaar, Bangladesh.

While India is China’s partner in the BRICS alliance, and Pakistan is 

a partner of the US in the Afghanistan conflict, the US uses the Indo-

Pakistan conflict to draw India into an alliance in its effort to craft a barrier 

of containment directed against China.  On the other hand, Pakistan 
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is being wooed by China through its project to build a corridor from 

Western China through Pakistan down to the Indian Ocean. Even more 

countries are involved in China’s one belt and road project that include big 

infrastructure projects in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Pakistan through to 

West Asia and Africa. In all these projects, local communities face a wave 

of displacements from agricultural lands and coastal areas.

Workers in South Asia are among the most exploited in the world, with 

below subsistence wages, and slave-like conditions of work.  Forced 

labor is rampant especially in sweatshops in the garment and other 

manufacturing industries as well as in agriculture. Peasants are bled dry 

by landlords for rent and corporations for inputs as well as by the low 

prices of their produce.

West Asia stretches from Iran (which geographically straddles South 

Asia and West Asia) all the way to Turkey. Geographical affinities and 

history combined by European imperialist powers draw Turkey and 

Cyprus to Europe while language, culture, politics, and history make it 

more appropriate to delineate most of West Asia and North Africa as 

part of the Arab region.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the US as the sole hegemon made 

West Asia its prime project for invasion and restructuring - invading 

anti-imperialist regimes in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria; taking 

advantage of the severe autocratic rule and economic conditions in Arab 

countries in further instigating revolts in the context of the so-called 

Arab Spring. It used its allies like the Arab royalty especially the Saudis 

as its key support along with Israel as its main fascist force, not only 

in attacking the people in the occupation of Palestine but also waging 
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war in Lebanon and elsewhere. It foisted the so-called ‘war on terror’ 

using the attack on the World Trade Center in New York claimed by the 

dubious Al Qaeda as the pretext for political domination, subversion, and 

invasion in the region (and also elsewhere). The fascist Islamist groups, 

most recently the ISIS, which emerged to counter the US and its fascist 

Zionist movements and Israel, provided justification for heightening the 

“war on terrorism”.

US imperialism now targets Iran and patriotic forces operating in 

Lebanon, Syria, and other countries. But for all of Trump’s bluster, the US 

knows that Iran is not an easy foe to conquer. The US failed to destroy 

Syria and unwittingly provided the conditions for ISIS to flourish until it 

was decimated by multinational action, principally the alliance between 

Syrian, Russian, and Kurdish forces along with the US and Turkey. But 

the objective remains for the US-Turkish alliance to destroy Syria and the 

Kurdish democratic forces.

The masses in the region remain fodder in the conflict between the US and 

other imperialists and their allies like Israel and the Arab governments that 

are not able to provide decent jobs and livelihood to the people.  Democracy 

remains elusive, not least in the Gulf countries ruled by royal decree.

Central Asia and Eurasia are two sub-regions that were created 

out of the dismembering of the Soviet Union.  Mongolia, which is an 

independent country, and Siberia, as a region of the Russian Federation, 

shares geographical affinities with Central Asia besides history and 

language that make it easy for people’s organizations to consider them 

part of the sub-region. Four powers exert tremendous influence in the 

sub-region - Russia, China, the EU, and the US. The Eurasian sub-region 
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is the most foreign to the Asia-Pacific since, like Turkey, these countries 

(Moldova, Georgia, Azerbaijan, Armenia) are only geographically Asian 

but are historically more closely integrated to Europe. Nevertheless, they 

are covered by the outreach of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), for 

example, as geographically Asian.

The US uses the NATO powers in Europe in its policy of military 

containment of Russia besides imposing sanctions in retaliation for the 

annexation of Crimea and the conflict in Ukraine.  At the same time, 

the US seeks out opportunities for investment especially in mining and 

energy in the largely untapped territory in the heartland of Asia.  Mining 

for gold and other minerals are now destroying pasturelands in Mongolia 

while prospecting is underway in others. 

Russia seeks to supplant influence in the former Soviet republics 

by maintaining the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) as 

a comprehensive framework for cooperation.  It has also set up the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) as a broader framework 

for economic cooperation in the sub-region as well as Northeast Asia 

with China. Trump’s trade war with China only draws the latter closer to 

Russia economically and politically. Russia also set up the Caspian Sea 

Alliance to counter the US-NATO encirclement.

China reaches out to the two sub-regions through the new Silk Road 

project that opens up the countries in the two sub-regions to greater 

trade and investment. While the Silk Road project decidedly brings 

the benefits of Chinese goods and investment, the question remains 

whether the loans to be paid for by the countries mean one-way multiple 

benefits for China. The recipient borrowing countries have to pay the 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 29

loans and the goods that the road brings while the benefit of economic 

development is not assured. Chinese investment will seek returns on raw 

materials export back to China, infrastructure construction, and whatever 

manufacture and industries are possible.

The European Union’s interest is principally in Eurasia which remains 

underdeveloped compared to Europe in general. The former Soviet 

republics are critical in geopolitical terms as the belly of Russia and subject 

to contention for influence between the two.  Eastern Europe and Eurasia 

are also very important politically and economically as well in socio-

cultural terms for the European Union as their ‘neighborhood’ to the East.

The Other Asia

Asia has the youngest population in the world, which means Asia is 

even more strategically important for the future. On the other hand, you 

have these working and young people in unrest. People’s movements 

and liberation movements of Asia, together, make up a dynamic force 

for development and social advancement. Economies are growing in 

terms of production, investment and trade but they can’t advance further 

unless people are assured of their future. The most important example of 

this is in Hong Kong where the future is already compromised because 

youth and workers aren’t assured of their future.

The workers are a dynamic force driving the rapid industrialization of 

most countries in the Orient as well as many countries in South Asia.  In 

West Asia as well as in the Orient, migrant workers complement the local 

proletariat in these countries to build up their modern societies, yet the 
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former are among the worst treated in the world with the highest levels 

of flexibilization. This translates to lower than average wages and more 

inhumane working hours and conditions of work.

The peasants and rural sector are the foundation of Asia-Pacific 

countries where peasants and farmers, fisherfolk, agricultural 

laborers, and indigenous communities maintain the life of Asia-Pacific 

societies. They face the threats of transnational corporate (TNC) 

investment that turn their production into generators of corporate 

profit, restructure their farms, and grab their lands for agribusiness 

or other development and infrastructure projects in cooperation with 

their governments.  

The unabated global crisis in the region and the world has now led 

to increasing conflict, rising fascism, militarism, and “fascization” of 

states.  The whole state apparatus and government bureaucracy is 

being reshaped along fascist lines. Fascism or the “neo-conservative” 

movements in industrialized countries are using diaspora communities 

and migrant workers besides other minorities as scapegoats for the crisis 

and the targets of fascist policies and attacks. As Zionism is a fascist 

movement that has shaped the state of Israel, ISIS, and other armed 

Islamist movements are also fascist movements that rival the Zionists in 

their intolerance and barbarity. 

As social and political unrest boil over, most dramatically in Hong 

Kong, Lebanon, France, Algeria, Chile, and many other countries, social 

revolutionary actions and national liberation movements calling for social 

change proliferate.  In the face of militarism and war, the people and 

their communities face the intense impacts of war - death and atrocities, 
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severe displacement as refugees, and others face other impacts on their 

jobs and livelihood, their family, and community.  On one hand, they 

demand support and humanitarian action from their governments and 

international agencies, with the assurance that their collective rights are 

respected.  On the other hand, the communities also organize to assert 

democracy against militarism and war.  

In this end, we need to call for a people’s front, a front of movements 

against imperialism and fascism. We need to close ranks - members 

of APRN should strongly close ranks with working-class movements, 

including workers and their unions, urban poor, peasants, women and 

youth – in addressing the people’s demand for democracy and peace in a 

future that remains uncertain.
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Abstract

Kashmir, one of geopolitically strategic regions in South Asia has been afflicted 

with conflict situation, which is a fallout of British colonialism, worsened 

by continued competition by imperialist and capitalist countries to control 

its geo-strategic location, straddled between South Asia, Central Asia and 

Middle East for their geopolitical interest. The United Nations (UN) reports 

grave human rights situation in Kashmir, especially in Jammu and Kashmir, 

controlled by India. Efforts to resolve conflict in Kashmir though UN Security 

Council have failed.      

The reality in Jammu and Kashmir after abrogation of Article 370, that provided 

special autonomy to Kashmiris, arbitrarily by the Government of India laid bare 

the geopolitical dynamics in South Asia involving nuclear powers, viz, India, 

Pakistan, China, US, Russia etc.  China aggressively pursued Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) in the Pakistan-occupied part of Kashmir, viz, Gilgit Baltistan 

to connect the country with the Arabian Sea. India perceived this as China’s 

efforts to encircle the country. India coordinated with Japan, US, Australia etc. 

to counter BRI and check China’s advances in South Asia.   
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Resolving the conflict in Kashmir is needed to address the complexities 

around the geopolitical dynamics and militarism of the capitalist and 

imperialist countries. The continued counter insurgency to subdue self-

determination in Jammu and Kashmir failed to honor the rights and 

aspirations for justice of Kashmir people, proving an obstacle to find 

solution to Kashmir conflict. Ensuring rightful participation and integrating 

the voices of Kashmiris is crucial to resolve the conflict.

Keywords: Kashmir, Human Rights, Belt and Road Initiative, China 

Pakistan Economic Cooperation, Article 730, UN Security Council

Flashpoint for War in South Asia   

Two major incidents in the year 2019 almost brought two nuclear-

powered countries, India and Pakistan, on the brink of war over the 

control of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K). This disputed territory straddles 

South Asia, Central and East Asia, and is currently controlled by three 

nuclear-armed countries: India, Pakistan, and China. The first major 

incident is the killing of over forty (40) Indian Soldiers by armed groups 

based in Pakistan at Pulwama District in J&K on 14 February 2019. The 

second incident is the revocation of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution 

by the Government of India that provided special autonomy rights for J&K 

on 5 August 2019. The two occasions demonstrated the complexity of 

the conflict over the territory of J&K.     

Jammu and Kashmir denotes a larger area divided into three territories: 

the Indian-administered union territories of J&K (which consists of 

Jammu and the Kashmir Valley) and Ladakh; the Pakistan-administered 
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territories of Azad Kashmir and Gilgit–Baltistan; and the Chinese-

administered regions of Aksai Chin and the Trans-Karakoram Tract. At 

present, India controls 45 percent of the historical territory of J&K while 

Pakistan holds 35 percent. The remaining 20 percent which consists of 

the sparsely populated Aksai Chin plateau is under the control of China 

in the aftermath of the India-China war in 1962.     

Figure 1 
Map of Jammu and Kashmir and its administrative territories

Genesis of Conflict   

The ongoing conflict in Jammu and Kashmir is a fallout of British 

colonialism. Before 1947, the princely state of J&K consisted of five 

regions: Jammu, Kashmir Valley, Ladakh, Gilgit Wazarat, and Gilgit 

Agency. In 1935, the British had taken Gilgit Agency on a lease of 60 

years from the State of J&K. Before exiting India, the British cancelled the 
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lease and handed back the region to the Maharaja of Kashmir, Hari Singh. 

In 1947, the retreating British left behind two states – India and Pakistan. 

While the Maharaja Hari Singh of Kashmir hesitated to make his country 

part of either country at the time of Partition, Pakistani guerrillas tried 

to bring J&K under their control even though the Maharaja earlier signed 

a standstill agreement with Pakistan. Hari Singh turned to India for help, 

and it didn’t take long for troops from India and Pakistan to face off. 

Subsequently, J&K became part of India in 1947 through the Instrument 

of Accession signed by Maharaj Hari Singh with India.     

After the accession of J&K to India in 1947, Pakistan occupied Gilgit 

Wazarat and Gilgit Agency and has held these territories since the 

1949 ceasefire (Dutta, August 13, 2019). Territorial disputes over the 

J&K region sparked two of the three major India-Pakistani wars, in 1947 

and 1965, and a limited war in 1999. The first war for Kashmir began in 

October 1947 and ended in January 1949 with the de facto division of the 

state along the Line of Control (LoC), the unofficial border between the 

two countries. The war between Pakistani and Indian forces in 1949 left 

two-thirds of J&K under the control of India, comprising Ladakh, Jammu, 

and the Valley of Kashmir, while one-third remained under the control of 

Pakistan, comprising Azad (free) Kashmir and the Northern Areas.     

India took up the J&K conflict with the United Nations on 1 January 1948.  

Based on the complaint of India, the UN Security Council (UNSC) resolved 

on 21 April 1948 that the accession of J&K to Pakistan or India should be 

determined through a plebiscite (Pierre, 2019). However, no referendum 

or plebiscite has been conducted so far (Kallol, 2019) as both India and 

Pakistan continue to station their armies in their respective areas of 

control in Kashmir – in violation of the conditions set by the UNSC for the 
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conduct of the plebiscite. Further, the Indian Government distanced itself 

from its commitment to hold a plebiscite as elections affirming the J&K 

state’s status as part of India was held in 1951 (Victoria, 2002).

Geopolitical dynamics 

J&K is located in one of the most geopolitically strategic places on Earth, 

straddled between South Asia, West Asia, Central Asia, and East Asia. 

Since the 19th century, the State of J&K has acquired a unique geopolitical 

status in the Indian sub-continent.  

Importance of J&K to India

J&K is strategically important for India for economic, security, and political 

reasons. Its northern provinces stand as a direct gateway to the North West 

province of Pakistan and Northern Punjab. J&K is India’s only window to 

Central Asia in the North, China on the East and Afghanistan on the West.    

According to India, J&K is an integral part of the union of India. Areas like 

the Siachen Glacier in the Karakoram Pass serve as barrier preventing 

Pakistani and Chinese forces from linking up in J&K. This explains India’s 

colossal military spending for Indian forces deployed in Siachen since 

1984 (Naseer and Shaheen, 2013).

The strategic location of J&K and its economic resources, such as water, 

can be used to throttle Pakistan’s economy. J&K’s water in myriad rivers 

and mineral resources, such as coal, marble, limestone, gypsum, bauxite, 

among others, are considered crucial for India’s economic development.   

India has been trying to assume control over all portions of J&K, including 

areas occupied by Pakistan, viz., the Gilgit Baltistan. The Army Chief 
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General of India asserted on 10 January 2019 that the Indian Army will 

act if it receives orders and approval of the Indian Parliament to reclaim 

Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (MSN, 2019).

Importance of J&K to Pakistan

From Pakistan’s perspective, Kashmir’s strategic location can serve its 

economic and military purposes. Pakistan’s occupation of the northern areas 

of Kashmir gave it strategic advantages in South Asia as the region shares 

common boundaries with Xinjiang of China, Afghanistan, and other Central 

Asian countries. The Rivers of Sind, Jhelum, Chenab, and Ravi that originate 

from J&K are the main sources of irrigation for Pakistan’s agriculture. 

As for military strategy, Pakistan has thirteen routes to Siachen Glacier 

where the highest military base of India and Pakistan are located, 

compared to only one route for India. Pakistan considers the presence 

of Indian forces in J&K as a direct threat from the rear to the Northwest 

Frontier Province, thus J&K can be used to mount an offensive.

Further, without J&K, Pakistan will be cut-off from the silk route to China. 

Thus, J&K is key for Pakistan to strengthen its strategic economic and 

political cooperation with China while countering India. 

China and J&K

In the aftermath of the China-India war in 1962, China occupied about 

38,000 square kilometers of Aksai Chin, a part of J&K. The Pakistan-

China boundary agreement of 1963 gave China another 5,800 square 

kilometers in Shaksgam Valley of Pakistan-occupied Kashmir and 

renamed it as the Trans-Karakoram Tract. India rejected the 1963 border 
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agreement between Pakistan and India and opposed the construction of 

the Karakoram Highway (Dutta, August 20, 2019).

China refers to Indian-administered ‘Ladakh’ as a “disputed territory” 

where the Indo-China boundary is yet to be demarcated. China rejected 

the Shimla Accord of 1914 signed between representatives of China, 

Tibet and British India, that referred to Ladakh as part of J&K. 

China started constructing the Karakorum Highway from Kashgar in its 

Xinjiang province to Abbottabad in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa of Pakistan, 

passing through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir. This highway is part 

of the multi-billion-dollar China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) 

launched on 20 April 2015. China has invested more than $57 billion 

in Pakistani infrastructure and energy projects since 2015. The CPEC 

made China a serious stakeholder in Kashmir, which is important for 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to connect its Xinjiang Province 

with the Arabian Sea through J&K. 

India protested the BRI at the BRI Forum in May 2017 on the basis that 

it passes through Indian territory illegally occupied by Pakistan. India 

is concerned about Chinese military presence in Pakistan-occupied 

Kashmir, which India considers its territory (Darshana, 2018). India is 

worried that the joint Sino-Pakistani venture may lead to the encirclement 

of India (Rondeaux, 2018).

The direct support of China to Pakistan further complicates the conflict 

situation in Kashmir. With China’s support and intervention, the conflict 

in Kashmir was even discussed at the UN Security Council on 16 August 

2019 after India’s abrogation of Article 370.      
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Cold War, US, USSR, and Kashmir  

Throughout the Cold War period until the 1990’s, the US considered 

Pakistan as a crucial ally; but not India which was seen as friendly to the 

Soviet Union. Indeed, the UN Security Council position and resolutions on 

Kashmir which undermined India’s hold over Kashmir was a result of US 

influence. However, US strategy changed after the collapse of the Union 

of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in the 1990s.

The post-Cold War priority of the US was to counter growing Chinese 

influence in South Asia and beyond. This prompted the US to improve 

its relations with India and increase economic cooperation between the 

two countries. An indication of the subtle shift towards India and away 

from Pakistan was evident in the US’ support for a bilateral solution to the 

Kashmiri problem as opposed to a plebiscite (Zimmer, 2013). Indeed, in 

March 1991, Ms. Teresita Schaffer, US Deputy Secretary of State, stated 

that the UN resolution requiring a plebiscite in Kashmir – which the US had 

strongly supported in the past – was no longer tenable and it now favored 

bilateral negotiations to solve the Kashmir problem (Mohammad, 2011).

Since then, the US has had a strong economic and military alliance with 

India. Indo-US defense trade has steadily increased from under US$ 

1 billion to over US$ 18 billion, making the US India’s second-largest 

arms supplier. India is now considered a key pillar of the US’ Indo-Pacific 

strategy against a rising China (Howard, 2019).

Russia 

India has long been an ally of the USSR and then of Russia after the Cold 

War period. Russia and India had deep economic and military ties. Russia 
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helped India build several nuclear power plants in Tamil Nadu. Further on 

4 September 2019, at the sidelines of the India-Russia Annual Summit, 

Russia stated that it will set up more than 20 nuclear power units in India 

over the next 20 years (ANI, 2019). In 2019, the two countries agreed to 

implement the Vladivostok-Chennai sea route transport corridor and the 

Northern Sea Route. 

Russia has long maintained that J&K is an integral part of the territory of 

India. During the Cold War period, the USSR was the only country that 

vetoed the West-sponsored UN Security Council (UNSC) resolutions 

seeking UN interventions in Kashmir in 1957, 1962 and 1971. Just before 

the informal UNSC meeting on 16 August 2019, Russia’s representative 

to the UN, Dmitry Polansky, made it clear that the crisis in J&K should be 

“resolved bilaterally between India and Pakistan.

Japan-India cooperation  

Japan supported India on Kashmir as India and Japan had deep economic 

and military ties. Japan’s support to India is also due to shared realities 

of border disputes with China. Both countries urged China to respect 

the July 2016 ruling of the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea 

which refuted China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea. Like 

India, Japan has grave misgivings about China’s growing presence in 

its neighborhood. Japan shares India’s concerns on China’s BRI projects 

(Baruah, 2018).

Through their respective Indo-Pacific policies, India and Japan have 

underscored the need to work closely on connectivity and maritime 

issues in South Asia and the Indian Ocean region to counter China’s 
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growing power. US, India, and Japan even conducted joint naval exercises 

in July 2017 as part of enhanced security cooperation among the allied 

countries. 

Geopolitical economy 

J&K is blessed with abundant resources, primarily its water and mineral 

resources. However, multinational corporations exploit Kashmir’s natural 

resources (Drabu, 2019). For instance, the National Hydroelectric Power 

Corporation (NHPC) of India is extensively involved in building dams 

over Rivers like the Chenab River of J&K. NHPC signs an MoU with J&K 

to build the 850 MW Rattle Hydropower project over Chenab River in 

February 2019. Human rights groups in Kashmir contended that many 

hydropower projects, like Salal Dam, supply minimal power to the J&K 

region because the major share is taken out by the NHPC through unfair 

power-sharing agreements. J&K is also the losing party in the Indus 

Water Treaty which was finalized and signed between India and Pakistan 

without compensation to the State of J&K. 

Indian corporations are also increasingly involved in extractive industries 

in J&K after the abrogation of Article 370. From January 2020 onwards, 

Indian mining companies gained mining leases in J&K to mine coal, marble, 

limestone, gypsum, bauxite, borax, etc. The mines auctioned include four 

in Budgam, 20 in Bandipora, 10 in Srinagar, three in Ganderbal and 36 

in Pulwama region, according to Imtiaz Ahmed Khan, joint director in the 

J&K government’s Geology and Mining Department. More auctions will 

be held in 2020 (Azaan, 2020).
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India has already obtained 100 forest clearance projects, many of them to 

be financed by multinational companies. The Forest Advisory Committee 

(FAC) of J&K approved forest clearances for 125 projects in just three 

meetings, between August and October 2019 (Anaya, 2019). Countries 

like Japan expressed interest to finance such extractive projects in J&K in 

the aftermath of the abrogation of Article 370. Japan announced on 10th 

August 2019 that it will strengthen investments in J&K (IANS, 2019).

Economic, business, and political interests of India and global powers 

supersede consideration for the human rights of the people of Kashmir. 

Grave Human Rights Challenges in J&K 

The people of J&K have been asserting their right to self-determination 

since the division of their land by various countries in South Asia. The 

most prominent independence movement is the Jammu and Kashmir 

Liberation Front (JKLF) which launched an armed national liberation 

movement in 1989.            

India’s militaristic response to the insurgency in Indian-occupied Kashmir 

has led to serious human rights violations. The Kashmir Valley has become 

a militarized zone, with deployment of approximately 600,000 to 700,000 

Indian military forces (Mahmood, 2006).  The Armed Forces Special Powers 

Act (AFSPA) of 1990 derogates fundamental human rights, including the 

right to life. The Indian Armed Forces are conferred with special powers 

under the AFSPA, including legal immunity for killing a person on mere 

suspicion of rebellion. This has led to extensive human rights violations. 
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The All-Party Hurriyat Conference Azad Jammu and Kashmir disclosed 

that from 1989 to 15 October 2012, at least 93,274 Kashmiris have 

died, 6,969 killed in custody; 1,17,345 arbitrarily detained; and 1,05,861 

houses destroyed by the Indian security forces. Indian armed forces 

orphaned over 1,07,351 children, widowed 22,728 women and gang-

raped 9,920 women (Prasad, 2005). The Parents of Displaced Persons 

have claimed that around 10,000 people have been missing since the 

separatist revolt began in 1989. According to the Jammu and Kashmir 

Coalition of Civil Society, 586 people were killed in 2018 alone. 

In July 2018, a report by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights raised serious concerns about abuses by security forces 

in Kashmir. The report concluded that the AFSPA and Public Safety Act 

of 1978 imposed by the Government of India in J&K has failed to restore 

peace; instead it has added fuel to the conflict in Kashmir. The report stated 

that Indian forces are not held accountable for human rights violations 

perpetrated under AFSPA. However, the Indian government dismissed 

the report  as a “false and motivated narrative” that ignored “the core 

issue of cross-border terrorism.”  

Abrogation of Article 370 and Tensions  

The abrogation of Article 370 of the Indian constitution on 5 August 

2019 caused much controversy and exacerbated human rights 

violations in J&K. Before the abrogation of Article 370, the Government 

of India ordered the deployment of 38,000 additional Indian security 

forces in J&K in July 2019 for counterinsurgency operations (Kumar, 

2019). Numerous civilians have been detained and tortured. Due to 
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the communications blackout and restrictions on civilians since the 

abrogation, Kashmir has been referred to as one of the largest prisons 

in the world (Yusuf, 2019).

The revocation of Article 370 and the restrictions on J&K led to renewed 

tensions between India and Pakistan, provoking fears of war, and 

prompting expressions of concerns from all around the world.  Pakistan 

along with China condemned the revocation and even called on the 

United Nations to intervene. China maintained that the establishment of 

Jammu Kashmir territory and Ladakh Union territory by India with the 

abrogation of Article 370 encroached on some of China’s territory (Siddiq 

and Bukhari, 2019). Hence, China has condemned the abrogation of 

Article 370 and raised this issue at the UN Security Council meeting last 

16 August 2019.  

The people of J&K were not consulted about the abrogation of Article 370. 

Moreover, the abrogation of Article 370 opened up J&K to corporations from 

outside J&K for expropriation of its minerals, water, and other resources.  

Conclusions
 

The conflict in Jammu and Kashmir represents unfinished business 

from the 1947 partition of British India that created Pakistan. Due to 

its physical contiguity with India and Pakistan, its water resources, and 

the physical access it provides to the Great Silk Route, Kashmir has 

enormous geopolitical, economic, and military importance for both India 

and Pakistan. Over time, the conflict has become complex and multiple 

dimensions have changed (Amar, 2018).
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The conflict in Jammu and Kashmir is further complicated by the 

geopolitical contestations among nuclear powers that control the territory, 

viz, India, China, Pakistan, and other powerful countries. Kashmir has 

recently witnessed heightened geopolitical tensions and competition 

among major powers and increased cooperation among the US, Japan, 

and India to contain China’s BRI in the region. The increased economic 

and military cooperation of India with other global powers like the US, the 

UK, France, and Japan to counter China’s involvement in J&K and, for that 

matter, in South Asia further complicates the conflict and hinder efforts 

for resolution (Thakur, 2019).

Emergency laws, like the Armed Forces Special Powers Act of 1990 

and the Public Safety Act of 1978 that derogate fundamental human 

rights including the right to life and right to justice, should be repealed 

as recommended by various human rights groups as well as the UN’s 

Human Rights mechanisms. The parties to conflict in J&K, primarily India, 

should uphold fundamental human rights and stop committing violations 

on Kashmiri people, as recommended by UN bodies. The corporate 

expropriation of land and resources by multinational corporations without 

the consultation and consent of the people of J&K should be stopped. 

Genuine peace and stability in Jammu and Kashmir can only be realized 

by heeding to the demands of the Kashmiri people for recognition of their 

inherent rights, including their right to self-determination.   
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Abstract

In the late fourth or early fifth century, Vegetius, a functionary in the Roman 

imperial bureaucracy, composed a treatise in Latin on military matters that 

became widely influential in European middle ages and the Renaissance 

(Vasunia, 2015). In that treatise he famously wrote “if you want peace, prepare 

for war.” Since then this phrase has been over used by countries and militaries 

in all the continents. More than 16 centuries later, still are we not captive of the 

same ideology? A report by Institute for Economics and Peace said that out of 

162 countries that it covered, there were only 11 countries which were  not 

found engaged in any kind of war, aggression or civil war (Withnall, 2014).

At $1882 billion, global military spending stood at 2.1 percent of the global 

GDP and $239 per person. To put the figure in the context, only 10 percent 

of the global military spending is sufficient for removing global poverty 

(Borgenproject, 2018). The USA, which spends more than $600 billion on 

military, refused to honor its commitment of giving $5 billion to the Green 
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Climate Fund (GCF), which is supposed to the major financial vehicle to 

move developing and poor countries to move on low carbon development 

pathways and to overcome increasing environmental disasters. The 

developed countries have failed to mobilize the promised $100 Billion for 

the GCF since 2009.

For the people of India, a perspective based on peace, development, and 

integration must take precedence over a military security perspective 

to meet the challenges emanating from conventional as well as non-

conventional threats (Mishra, 2019).  The logic of war does not stop at 

the border but is extended within the country as well. This is a bonus for 

the ruling dispensation. As the security concerns take center stage, the 

dissenting voices can be silenced with much more impunity.

Keywords: India, military spending, Green Climate Fund, peace and security

Background

In the late fourth or early fifth century, Vegetius, a functionary in the 

Roman imperial bureaucracy, composed a treatise in Latin on military 

matters that became widely influential during the European middle ages 

and the Renaissance (Vasunia, 2015). In that treatise, he famously wrote: 

“if you want peace, prepare for war.” Since then this phrase has been 

overused by countries and militaries in all the continents. More than 16 

centuries later, are we still not captive to the same ideology? A 2014 

report by the Institute for Economics and Peace revealed that, out of 162 

countries surveyed, all but 11 countries were found to be engaged in 

some kind of war, aggression or civil war (Withnall, 2014).
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The world military spending reached $1.882 trillion in 2018 (Tian, 

Fleurant, Kuimova, Wezeman, P. & Wezeman, S. 2019). After remaining 

stable at around $1.77 trillion for a few years (which is 75 percent 

greater than military spending 20 years back). The increase is mainly 

driven by the rise in military spending by the USA, China, Turkey, and 

Saudi Arabia. The five biggest spenders the – USA ($610 Billion), China 

($250 Billion), Saudi Arabia, India, and France – together accounted 

for over 60 percent of total global military spending. According to the 

SIPRI, military spending of the US increased for the first time since 

2010, while China’s spending increased for the 24th consecutive year. 

Regionally, the military spending of Asia and the Pacific countries stand 

at half of global military expenditure (European Commission, 2018).

At $1.882 trillion, global military spending stood at 2.1 percent of the 

global gross domestic product (GDP) or $239 per person. To put this 

figure in its social context, a mere 10 percent of total global military 

spending is sufficient for removing extreme poverty from the world 

(Borgenproject, 2018). The USA, which allocates more than $600 

billion on military spending refused to honor its commitment of giving 

$5 billion to the Green Climate Fund (GCF), which is supposed to serve 

as the major financial vehicle to assist developing and poor countries to 

shift to low carbon development pathways and to overcome increasing 

environmental disasters. The developed countries have failed to 

mobilize the promised $100 billion for the GCF since 2009.

Worldwide military spending is anticipated to increase at a compound 

annual growth rate of about 3 percent over the 2019 to 2023 period to 

reach 2.1 trillion mainly due to chilling relations between the US, China, 

and Russia (Reim, 2019). It predicts, in Asia, higher defense spending 
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by major regional powers such as India, China, and Japan will likely 

contribute to global sector growth. In Europe, members of NATO are 

also increasing defense budgets to reach a defense spending target of 

2 percent of GDP. Apart from this, ongoing geopolitical tensions in the 

Middle East are creating a strong demand for military equipment.

Military Spending in India

Defense spending in India was limited to 2.1 percent of GDP until 1962. 

The 1962 war with China saw defense expenditure shoot up to 4.5 

percent in 1964. India’s military budget continued to increase in absolute 

number (though declining a little in terms of proportion to the GDP) until 

1994 and then until the mid-2000s. It again witnessed a steep increase in 

2005 to 2006 to make up for the “lost decade of defense modernization” 

(Globalsecurity.org, 2019). By 2012 India’s defense budget was growing 

between 13 percent to 19 percent in dollar terms. In 2018, India 

increased its military spending by 3.1 percent to $66.5 Billion. As a share 

of GDP, military expenditure stood at 2.4 percent or $49 per person. 

It is also worth mentioning that defense expenditure does not include 

nuclear energy and space research. India aims to spend an additional 

$130 billion in the coming years, mainly on capital expenditure. India 

has also been the world’s top importer of arms followed by Saudi Arabia 

since 2004 to 2005. As a part of the total government expenditure, 

military expenditure (16.6 percent of the central government expenditure 

or CGE) is only second to the interest payment (23 percent CGE). It is 

typically 7 times the budget allocation for health and 4 times the budget 

allocation for education. The deal of 36 Rafale fighter planes worth INR 
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60,000 crore is roughly 20 times the budget of the Ministry of DONER 

(Development of North Eastern States), which is aimed at developing 

seven states in North East India (CGPI, 2019).

The latest budget presented on July 05, 2019, puts the defense 

expenditure at $61.96 (INR 4,31,011 crore). However, the budget 

allows waiving basic customs duty on import of defense equipment not 

manufactured in India which will effectively augment the defense budget 

by approximately INR 25000 crore on account of savings in expenditure 

on customs duty over the next five years (Globalsecurity.org, 2019). 

It is expected that India’s defense expenditure will rise to $230 billion 

by 2030, and reach $654 billion by 2045 – as much as all European 

countries put together (European Commission, 2018).

Defense analysts say that more than 60 percent is spent on salaries 

and pensions of 4.9 million personnel including 3.1 million defense 

pensioners, 1.4 million uniformed, and 0.4 million defense civilians, 

leaving very little for defense modernization and upgrading firepower 

(Singh, S., 2019). The majority of military and security analysts inside 

and outside the Government of India believes that it needs to increase its 

military spending, particularly on capital expenditure, as current provision 

is largely consumed by pensions and salaries of its 1.4 million active 

troops. A Parliamentary Standing Committee on Defense has proposed 

to increase defense expenditure to at least 3 percent of GDP. As it 

stands, the defense budget already accounts for 2.5 percent of GDP and 

15.6 percent of the central government’s total expenditure – more than 

what the government spends on food, education, rural development, and 

subsidies taken together. 
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Difficult neighborhood and two front war bogey

India has been involved in various wars since its independence –  in 1948, 

1962, 1965, 1971, and 1999. Aside from longstanding tensions in the 

region, India’s rising military budget in recent years is also propelled 

by the obsession of India’s defense establishment with a two-front 

war scenario, with both China and Pakistan. The Indian army land 

warfare doctrine released in 2018 highlights a strategy for a two-

front war.

India has a live border dispute with China over a 38,000 square 

kilometer area of uninhabited land known as Aksai Chin, which China 

occupied during the 1962 war. China also claims the entire state of 

Arunachal Pradesh as its own. Besides, China also disputes India’s 

claim over Jammu and Kashmir. China’s recent behavior in the south 

and southeast China sea, as well as its continued road construction 

in the Doklam plateau despite the disengagement agreed in August 

2017, doesn’t help either. As per the latest reports three dual-use big 

airports are being built in Tibet close to its borders with India. China, 

with approximately 2,300 aircraft (to India’s 800), 7,600 main battle 

tanks (to India’s 3,000), and hugely superior border infrastructure 

will be able to undertake operations at a much higher tempo should 

hostilities escalate. However, despite India’s increased budget, many 

also agree that “A two-front war if at all it occurs will be a difficult 

situation for India to handle” (Singh, M. P., 2019). 

The combined defense spending for both India and China in 1989 

almost reached about $12 billion. However, in the last 30 years, 
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China’s defense expenditure has grown to three times that of India 

(Singh, M.P., 2019). 

Pakistan and India have fought three wars over Kashmir since India’s 

independence. The British who devised the plan of partition of India 

into two states of India and Pakistan based on religion had given the 

flexibility to Kashmir to join either state or remain independent as it was 

a Muslim majority state ruled by a Hindu prince. While Kashmir dithered 

to join either state or remain independent, it was forced to seek the help 

of India (in 1947) to protect itself from the attack of tribal chiefs from 

Pakistan. India provided protection on the condition that it would accede 

to India. However, the arrangement provided autonomy to Kashmir, a 

flag and an independent legislative assembly which could legislate 

on any issue barring defense, external affairs, and communications. 

In 1948, India sought UN intervention over Kashmir which decided to 

hold a plebiscite. This plebiscite, however, has never been held owing 

to the failure of both India and Pakistan to demilitarize Kashmir – a 

condition set by the UN for holding this democratic exercise. In 1949, 

both India and Pakistan signed an agreement to establish a ceasefire 

line as recommended by the UN and the region became divided. Since 

then India and Pakistan have locked horns over Kashmir, India having 

sway over 45 percent of the area while Pakistan controls 35 percent of 

the territory including Gilgit Baltistan and Pakistan Occupied Kashmir 

(POK), and the remaining 20 percent controlled by China (CNN, 2019). 

Thousands including civilians have died in the crossfire between the 

armed forces and “terrorists” which India alleges that Pakistan trains. 

The Indian army has been accused of highhandedness in the state, 

which has at times also attracted international attention.
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Tempers have flared up on both sides of the border since 14 February 

2019, when the alleged Pakistan-based terrorist outfit Jaish-e-

Muhammad blew up a military convoy, killing 44 soldiers. India retaliated 

by conducting airstrikes in Pakistan, claiming to have destroyed military 

hideouts and terrorist training camps on 26 February. A day later Pakistan 

reportedly attacked and downed two Indian air force planes and captured 

an Indian pilot, who was released unharmed a few days later. In August 

2019, the Government of India revoked Article 370 of the Constitution 

which guaranteed autonomy to Kashmir. Internet and mobile services 

have been suspended since then, and hundreds of political leaders have 

been detained, and many political leaders have been denied entry in the 

state. Kashmir has been locked up since then. While Pakistan has tried to 

gather international support on the issue, only Turkey has voiced concern. 

The Home Minister of India has said repeatedly in the Parliament that 

Kashmir includes POK and Aksai Chin, giving the impression that India 

aspires physical possession of both these areas integrating them into 

India in the future. Pakistan’s Prime Minister has also hurled the nuclear 

war bogey. While the situation at the border remains uneasy, India has 

reportedly enhanced its security preparations for any eventuality.

The war with Pakistan (or at least its pretension) figures very high on the 

political agenda of the current dispensation of India, just as it was used 

for political expediency in Pakistan during the days of General Zia-ul Haq. 

While there may be very little effort in enhancing the preparedness and 

improving the firepower of the army, many analysts allege that skirmishes 

with Pakistan in February contributed significantly to polarizing the 

voters in favor of the government in the April 2019 elections. It would be 
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unsurprising if the government again indulges in some misadventure to 

improve its ratings among voters before the next elections.

From the Indian Ocean to Indo Pacific: 
India’s securitization and its policing role

Beyond its immediate neighborhood, India has largely been perceived as a 

pacifist country as one of the pillars of the Non-Aligned Movement and has 

depended on its soft power for enhancing its global clout. It was only with 

soft power that India maintained good relations with littoral countries in the 

Indian Ocean, which is naturally important for India. Ninety-five percent 

of its trade by volume and 68 percent of its trade by value is conducted 

via the Indian Ocean. Additionally, about 80 percent of India’s oil and 45 

percent of its liquid natural gas (LNG) is imported via the Indian Ocean. 

Moreover, India is highly dependent on the resources of the Indian Ocean, 

including fishing and mineral resource extraction (Jaishankar, 2019). 

India sought to establish links with South East Asian countries through 

its Look East Policy, beginning in the early 1990s, mainly to improve 

trade. India started to formally engage with the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1992 and became a member of the ASEAN 

Regional Forum in 1994. In terms of trade, however, there have been no 

significant gains for India as it remains the 7th largest partner of ASEAN, 

equal to 1/7th of the region’s trade with China. In terms of improving 

connectivity, India’s plan to convert the North East into the gateway 

of South East Asia remains far from materializing. Nevertheless, India 

has also strengthened its security relations with Singapore, Thailand, 

Vietnam, Myanmar, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines.
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India, of late, has been nudged by the US into embracing a more 

securitized role in the Indo-Pacific, abandoning its soft diplomatic and 

non-aligned posture. The Indo-Pacific is an imaginary space stretching 

from the Indian Ocean to the west of the Pacific Ocean.  It is significant 

to all countries alarmed by the Chinese adventurism in the South China 

Sea. Many of these countries, from Taiwan to the US, have adopted a 

policy on the Indo-Pacific. Adopting the marker “Indo-Pacific” instead 

of “Asia Pacific”, suggests a more strategic role for rising India (and 

obscures the centrality of China). This suits the muscular posturing of 

the Indian government which dreams of reviving Indian leadership and 

becoming a vishwaguru (world leader) of ancient yore. 

The Trump administration, which is increasingly becoming inward-

looking and “protectionist”, actively encourages “India’s greater role” 

in having a rules-based, open, and free to navigate Indo-Pacific. It 

also suits the interests of Japan (China’s ancient rival Asian economic 

power) and Australia (alarmed at China’s plan to set up its naval base 

in neighboring Vanuatu). Ironically, the US, which purportedly wants 

a “rules-based regime”, is the only country in this quad that is not a 

signatory to the UN Convention on the Laws of the Seas (UNCLOS)! 

Interestingly, each country’s definition of Indo-Pacific is different, yet all 

of them want India to have a greater role in policing the Indo-Pacific. 

For its part, India, which wants an “open” and “inclusive” Indo-Pacific 

without being perceived as “against any particular country,” wants to 

align with the US. At the same time, it is wary of irking China. The 

same can be said of Australia and Japan, having joined the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) with China and other 
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countries. It is not clear, therefore, how far the collaboration of the quad 

will help contain the rise of China. 

Moreover, the Indo-Pacific security partnership is threatened by trade 

competition especially with the US withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (TPP) in 2017.  Former TPP members – Japan, Australia, 

Vietnam, Malaysia, and Singapore – have established their trade block, 

the Comprehensive Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).  

The Indo-Pacific countries’ confidence in the US as a security provider is 

weakened after the US decision to suspend military exercises with South 

Korea in 2018, which was aimed at deterring North Korea. Nonetheless, 

the difficult geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific provides an excellent excuse 

for India to upgrade its naval facilities.

India’s armaments program and foreign interests

India has developed a massive military research and production complex 

overtime. They include 41 ordnance factories, 8 defense public sector 

units, and 52 defense research and development organization labs. The 

ordnance factories and Defense Public Sector Units (DPSUs) together 

employ more than 2 lakh personnel and generate revenue close to INR 

50,000 crore, while the Defense Research and Development organization 

(DRDO) employs 5,000 scientists and about 25,000 supporting personnel 

with an annual budget of more than INR 15000 crore (Varman, 2015). 

However, in terms of achievements, they have very few. The much-touted 

indigenous production of Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) Tejas has yet to be 
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delivered to the Indian Air Force despite the project being in operation 

since the early 1980s. Furthermore, by the time it will be delivered in 

2020 to 2021, the price tag is projected to go up by three times. Tejas 

has only 60 percent indigenous components. Its most critical component, 

the engine, is sourced from the US. Several international agencies were 

roped in for crucial technologies, giving rise to allegations of collusion 

with foreign aerospace and military outfits. In fact, the development 

of indigenous technology has never been a focus in military strategy 

which has remained largely dependent on foreign military corporations – 

Lockheed Martin, British Aerospace, Dassault Systems, etc. – and the US 

Department of Defense. Thus, even if India makes some of the high-end 

products like the SU-30 MKI fighters, Brahmos missiles, and Scorpene 

subs, these are licensed productions of foreign designed weapons and 

the key assemblies will be imported till the very end of the program. In 

contrast, India has developed high competence in space, missile and 

nuclear technologies, as Indian institutions were denied foreign help due 

to moratorium by the western nations or international treaties. 

In huge military deals, there are always allegations of corruption and 

kickbacks, as they are completely secret and kept out of public purview 

on the pretext of national security. The Bofors deal under Rajiv Gandhi 

is a well-known example. Wikileaks revealed that he also influenced a 

deal in favor of a Swedish company during the 1970s emergency when 

his mother was the Prime Minister. Recently, the Augusta Westland 

helicopter purchase was canceled due to allegations of bribery. The 

purchase of Tatra trucks was also put on hold due to allegations of bribery. 

Other examples include the HDW Submarine scandal (1981), the Barak 

Missile scandal (2000), the Scorpene submarine scandal (2005), etc. 
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Following these scandals, some of the firms from Israel, Germany, Russia, 

Singapore, and India were banned. However, some of them were offered 

new deals during the previous United Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime. 

The new government has also decided to review all cases of blacklisted 

armaments firms and has partially lifted the ban on Tatra trucks.

Dealing with foreign companies, the armament program cannot remain 

but influenced by foreign interests and profit logic. For example, originally 

the French firm Dassault Avions had agreed to sell Rafael jet aircraft with 

comprehensive transfer of technology for $10 billion. However, after winning 

the tender it revised the cost to $30 billion! Besides cost considerations, 

there are also significant national security concerns. For example, the 

Unique Identification Authority of India (UIDAI) has collaborated with 

MongoDB, a US company which is co-funded by the CIA, and L-1 identity 

solutions which has former CIA Chief George Tenet on its board. According 

to a 2013 report, Verient Systems, as Israeli cyber intelligence solutions 

provider closely linked with Israeli intelligence services, was contracted 

to enhance the Department of Telecommunications’ capacity to intercept 

encrypted calls and communications in India.

Today almost 75 percent of India’s defense services and hardware 

needs are sourced from abroad (Strategic Affairs, 2019). However, 

there has been a sea change in the policies in the recent past. The 

new dispensation not only wants to substantially enhance the capital 

expenditure, but it also wants to increase the purchase of military 

equipment and systems, reduce its dependence on imports, and also 

ramp up the defense exports of India to $5 billion every year by 2025. 

Until recently, India’s military export amounted to 0.1 percent of the 
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global trade and even Pakistan sold more weapons systems to foreign 

customers than India (Pradeep, 2019).

Corporate Military Complex on the Horizons

Driven by the failure to reduce arms imports and to develop indigenous 

technology, the government has resorted to the corporate sector, foreign 

and domestic. A McKinsey report states, “the stars are aligning for India’s 

defense sector,” and exhorts the interested parties to “seize the moment.” 

Edelweiss Securities wrote in July 2014, “defense could be the sunrise 

industry of the next decade.” Some of the key big business houses in 

India such as Tatas, L&T, Reliance, Adani, Mahindra have big plans. 

The Tatas have 14 armament related companies with INR 17000 

crore turnover from the defense sector and project a 40 percent jump. 

Tata Advanced Systems (TAS) has entered into tie-ups with several 

international enterprises including Boeing, Italian Piaggio Aero, and 

Israeli Aerospace Industries and Lockheed Martin. L&T has invested 

close to 5000 crores and was the only private player shortlisted for 

INR 50,000 crore order to build six submarines. Mahindra & Mahindra 

has joined hands with the UK’s largest military manufacturer British 

Aerospace. Mukesh Ambani’s Reliance, which is prominently into oil 

and gas, has set up Reliance Aerospace Technologies and Reliance 

Security Solutions in 2011. They are partnering with Dassault Avions 

and have recently signed a pact with Boeing. Anil Ambani’s company 

Reliance Infrastructure has avowed to make his Pipavav the largest 

defense manufacturer in the country. Ashok Leyland has an agreement 
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with Swedish Saab, while Bharat Forge is collaborating with Israel’s Elbit 

Systems to build advanced military guns and mortars. 

With the government of India declaring its intention to spend $130 billion 

in the coming four to five years, all of these corporations are upbeat. 

What the corporate military complex seeks is the assurance of continuous 

demand, which means war in the neighborhood and the region. 

Conclusion

Recently, the US has been the biggest winner in India’s quest for 

enhanced military power and armaments. India will have to face many 

contradictions in maintaining a close alliance with the US. Trump is a 

climate change denier; while India needs and has been urging proactive 

climate action as one of the countries most vulnerable to climate change. 

India has also been asking for more openness and transparency in global 

multilateral financial institutions which have been traditionally dominated 

by the developed countries. India also has serious and well-argued 

differences over the role of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in the 

global trade regime. In the face of these and several other differences in 

global governance with the US, India would do much better to maintain 

its strategic autonomy to advance its long term interests, instead of 

following the US’ militarist baton.  

For the people of India, a perspective based on peace, development, and 

integration must take precedence over a military security perspective to meet 

the challenges emanating from conventional as well as non-conventional 
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threats like terrorism, climate change, pollution and underdevelopment 

(Mishra, 2019).  Rather than spending billions of dollars for war and war 

preparation, India will be more secure and much better off relying on soft 

power and nurturing its solidarity relations with other countries.

The logic of war does not stop at the border but is extended within the 

country as well. This is a bonus for the ruling dispensation in more than 

one way, as the security concerns take center stage, the dissenting 

voices can be silenced with much more impunity.
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ODA, the Military, and Escalating Dynamics 
of Containment: Aspects of the Recent 
Australian Experience in the Pacific
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Abstract

There is a creeping militarization of the aid agenda in Australia. Aid has long 

been closely associated with Australian military interventions overseas, from 

Afghanistan to East Timor, from the Solomon Islands to the Philippines. With 

the closure of AusAID, Australian aid has become more closely integrated with 

Australian diplomatic and strategic priorities, including its military priorities. Aid 

is now increasingly deployed to counter what the Australian Government sees 

as a growing threat from China. A new aid tranche is being used specifically 

to negate growing assertiveness and political confidence in the region as 

Australia’s Pacific sphere of influence becomes increasingly challenging. For 

the first time, Pacific countries, acting as a political bloc, have specifically and 

publicly attacked Australia for its deteriorating climate policies. Some Pacific 

countries have threatened to move closer to China, accepting conditional 

loans from the Chinese state. In response, Australia has defended its fossil 

fuel economy, refused to improve its climate record, and splashed Official 

Development Assistance (ODA) and military assistance across the region. A 
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key illustration is the use of aid to detain asylum seekers captured by the 

Australian military and held in offshore facilities in Manus Province, Papua 

New Guinea. Australia’s offshore detention regime has since become a 

proxy for ‘forward defense’, not just against refugees but also the perceived 

strategic threat from China. With the Chinese state seeking access to 

port facilities on Manus, in 2018 a joint US-Australia military base was 

proposed for the island and was strongly promoted by the Australian 

government. The base would be a new departure, clearly demonstrating 

the deepened inter-weaving of military interests and development 

assistance in Australia’s US-centered strategic posture. 

Keywords: Australian Aid, Pacific, Militarization, Neoliberalism, 

Development  Assistance, Refugees

There is a creeping militarization of the aid agenda in Australia. Aid has 

long been closely associated with Australian military interventions, from 

Afghanistan to East Timor, from the Solomon Islands to the Philippines. 

With the closure of AusAID in 2013, Australian Aid now favors national 

interest and private finance over the need for real aid. It has become 

more closely integrated with Australian diplomatic, strategic and military 

priorities especially as Australia’s Pacific sphere of influence comes under 

increased challenges. 

Australia’s new ‘aid paradigm’

Since the election of a conservative Government in late 2013, the 

Australian aid program has been radically transformed. Under the 

Government’s ‘new aid paradigm’ it is difficult to recognize aid as having 

a meaningful development mandate beyond promoting the private sector 
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and growth. The official purpose of aid is now to promote the national 

interest, with aid explicitly geared to Australia’s commercial, security, 

and diplomatic interests. AusAid was dissolved into the Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), with aid fully integrated into Australia’s 

‘economic diplomacy’. Private finance is lauded as the cure-all for poverty 

reduction and the primary purpose of aid has been transformed into a 

means of leveraging Australian private interests. Having established 

its new aid ideology, the Government has cut the aid budget by almost 

25 percent, reducing aid to its lowest level as a proportion of national 

income since the early 1970s. This recent Australian experience shows 

the neo-liberal model of aid at work - negating the traditional conception 

of aid as development assistance and instead enabling a new corporate-

state nexus, branded as ‘economic diplomacy’. 

AusAid’s objective up until 2011 was to “assist developing countries 

to reduce poverty and achieve sustainable development, in line with 

Australia’s national interest” (Government of Australia, 2011).  For the 

OECD, Official Development Assistance (ODA) must be “administered 

with the promotion of the economic development and welfare of 

developing countries as its main objective” (OECD, 2020). As with other 

donor countries, Australian national interests have historically impinged 

on these primary objectives. However, national interest was always 

defined as a secondary concern. With the demise of AusAid in 2013, 

the declared objective of DFAT’s ‘Australian Aid’ division is quite simply 

to “promote Australia’s national interests by contributing to sustainable 

economic growth and poverty reduction” (DFAT, 2016). In official 

terms, the ‘main objective’ of Australian ODA is no longer the “economic 

development and welfare of developing countries” as required by the 
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OECD, but the promotion of “Australia’s national interest.” All of this poses 

a very serious question: does Australian aid indeed qualify as ODA?

The erosion of aid which once expressed development solidarity and 

a sense of public responsibility in the face of global needs has been 

discredited by successive Australian governments who have sought to 

direct aid for political and commercial purposes including the favoring 

of Australian-based International Development Contractors; promoting 

trade agreements; creating a market in climate offsets; and, most 

controversially, counted off-shore and on-shore refugee detention as 

ODA (Negin, 2012). Australian aid is now little more than an adjunct to 

private interests and diplomatic objectives. The overall effect has been 

“damaging [to] the integrity of the aid program … making it look like a 

piggy bank ripe for raiding” (Matthews and Newton-Howes, 2014). 

The Government’s ‘new aid paradigm’ dovetails with populist anti-aid 

rhetoric, and has contributed to the erosion of public confidence, which, 

in turn, makes it easier to cut the aid budget.

Figure 2
Aspects of Australia’s new ‘aid paradigm’
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 Source: AID/WATCH
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Australian Aid and ‘Militarization of the Mind’ 

Understanding the militarization of the Australian aid agenda implies 

an understanding of an increasingly militarized Australia and a growing 

‘militarization of the mind’. The language of war has become the new 

norm. This ‘militarization of the mind’ has infiltrated all parts of Australian 

society. For a generation, federal governments have funded an intense 

program highlighting the importance of our military history. Perhaps the 

most concerning feature of the spreading militarization is the deliberate 

targeting of school children with free, professionally developed curriculum 

material including films, books, CDs and posters including subsidies 

that are provided for trips to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra 

(Reynolds, 2014).

Among the talk of sacrifice and beating of the ‘khaki drum’ (Daley, 2018), 

there is little mention of killing and even less reflection and assessment 

of the bloodshed imposed on distant countries in Australia’s name, some 

of whose citizens have fled for their lives making long and dangerous 

journeys to seek asylum on Australian shores only to be detained 

indefinitely. The Australian national self-identity refuses to recognize 

the severe repercussions of military force, instead it is justified and 

represented as the ‘defense of freedom’, a ‘just war’, or ‘wars against 

unspeakable Others’. The tragic irony of all of this rhetoric on the ‘glory 

of war and militarization’ in the context of the Australian Colonial 

Project is the lack of recognition that Australia has a black Indigenous 

history, an unrecognized conquest of, and war against, First Nations 

peoples of the land that became called Australia  and  the fact that the 

Australian state was built on the theft and invasion of First Nations lands 
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(Henriques-Gomes, 2020) - the genocide of the oldest living culture 

on earth. It is, therefore, not surprising that the intersecting issues of 

racial, social, economic, gender, environmental, and climate injustices are 

embedded in Australia’s so-called aid program, particularly with the rise 

of neoliberalism.

Hundreds of thousands of Australians have protested against 

involvement in wars including Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq. However, 

Australian governments appear to go to war with an ease that is both 

unusual and dangerous in a democracy. They have suffered no penalty 

for sending troops overseas regardless of the outcomes. Meanwhile, any 

criticism of war is seen as a cowardly attack and “the prestige of the 

armed forces shields the politicians from legitimate scrutiny” (Reynolds, 

2014). This militarization of the mind and of Australian history is having 

other consequences by reflect backing on the present and changing 

political practice. This includes the militarization of the Australian police 

force and the rise of the ‘warrior cop’ which is being exported through 

military aid. Police officers in many western countries like Australia and 

the US now dress like paramilitaries; special police units are being trained 

and organized along military lines (Melbourne Activist Legal Support, 

December 2019) and issued with military-grade weapons (Melbourne 

Activist Legal Support, 2018) to be used against their own citizens 

staging peaceful protests.

Regionally, Australia has a history of inter-weaving military interests and 

ODA enforced by an Australia-US alliance. Australia has participated in 

and helped legitimize US extra-judicial military interventions including 

the 2003 invasion and occupation of Iraq, which was defined as ‘illegal’ 
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by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in September 2004 (MacAskill and 

Borger, 2004) and with associated illegal renditions (Fisher, 2013). The 

US-Australian surveillance facility at Pine Gap, near Alice Springs, has 

been instrumental in more than 7,000 extrajudicial drone killings across 

non-combatant countries (Trembath, 2016). The US justification 

for such attacks, ‘outside of an active battlefield’, has been widely 

challenged (Zakaria, 2012), including by the International Committee 

of The Red Cross (ICRC, 2013). Despite these concerns, Australia has 

become ever more closely aligned with the US military.  For instance, 

Australia hosts a new ‘rotational’ base for 2,500 US Marines in Darwin 

(Rollo and Lea, 2016) and participates in the yearly Talisman Sabre 

war games held in Rockhampton in Central Queensland, a bilateral 

combined Australian and US military training activity. Australia is also 

the second-largest recipient of US arms (Greene, 2019) behind Saudi 

Arabia, and Australia may be complicit in war crimes by arming and 

providing military support to the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen who have 

been starving civilians, bombing hospitals and blocking humanitarian 

aid as tactics of war.

Australia’s foreign policy framework continues to prioritize the US 

alliance above regional Asia Pacific engagement, as well as pursuing 

corporate interests at the expense of public interests. Australia has not 

assisted in strengthening effective global responses to the global crises 

that we face, whether climate, food, financial or humanitarian crises. 

The policy has actively sought to change global norms by breaking 

or sidestepping them, and the approach has been profoundly short-

sighted. Norm-breaking by Australia and its allies have legitimized 

norm-breaking by others.
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Figure 3
US Military Facilities in Australia

Source: Australian Anti-Bases Campaign Coalition

The militarization of Australian Aid has been closely associated with 

Australian military interventions including East Timor, the Solomon 

Islands, Afghanistan, and the Philippines. In 2012 AID/WATCH was 

involved in the Senate inquiry into Australia’s aid program to Afghanistan. 

In the four years to 2011, the Australian Defence Force spent US$ 215 

million of Australia’s aid budget in Afghanistan, with only US$ 37 million 

being spent on actual development projects (AID/WATCH, 2012). The 

pressure brought about by the inquiry forced the Department of Defence 

to admit that about 80 percent of its “aid” spending, including the costs of 

military checkpoints and force protection, did not meet OECD guidelines 

on official development assistance. More recently, in 2017, the US-AUS 

Military aid for the Philippines under “Operation Augury” – another 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 75

example of a quasi-military undertaking or ‘creeping militarization’ veiled 

in a cloak of secrecy and a calculated lack of accountability – prompted 

many observers to ask whether “US-Australian military aid to the 

Philippine government has facilitated its crimes against humanity against 

its own people” (Parameswaran, 2017). The increased volume of military 

aid globally has raised the issue of aid militarization, where security and 

defense-related assistance has outpaced the provision of economic and 

anti-poverty assistance. Aid militarization blurs the distinction between 

military operations and social development and poverty alleviation 

initiatives and is being directly related to human rights abuses.

Australia’s “Pacific step-up” challenged

Aid is increasingly deployed to counter what the Australian Government 

sees as a growing threat from China. A new aid tranche is being used 

specifically to negate growing assertiveness and political confidence 

in the region as Australia’s Pacific sphere of influence comes under 

increasing challenge. For the first time, Pacific countries, acting as a 

political bloc, have specifically and publicly attacked Australia for its 

deteriorating climate policies. Some Pacific countries have threatened to 

move closer to China (Lyons, 2019), accepting conditional loans from the 

Chinese state. Australia has defended its fossil fuel economy, refused to 

improve its climate record, and splashed ODA and military assistance 

across the region (Matsumoto, 2019). At the Pacific Island Forum in 

Fiji in 2019 ‘recriminations and shouting’ took place between pro-coal 

Australia and low-lying island nations who are frontline to the threats 

from climate change as Australia proceeded to push for a watering down 
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on climate language in the Forum’s final communique (Pacific Islands 

Forum Secretariat, 2019). Foreign Minister of Vanuatu, Ralph Regenvanu 

tweeted, ‘Can we stop militarizing the Pacific please?’ (Newton Cain, 

2019). It is unknown where this will leave Australia’s “Pacific step-up” 

which was highlighted in both Australia’s 2017 Foreign Policy White 

Paper (DFAT, 2017) and 2016 Defence White Paper as one of Australia’s 

highest foreign policy priorities with the slogan ‘Stepping-up Australia’s 

engagement with our Pacific family’ (DFAT, 2020b).

There is also a debate in Australia surrounding the country’s response 

to China’s  Belt and Road Initiative. Australia has resisted signing a 

memorandum of understanding with Beijing on the belt and road, stating 

it preferred not to engage in generalities. But there was little hesitation in 

signing one with the United States to “support infrastructure investment” 

in the Asia Pacific region. In July 2019 the Australian government 

announced the AUS$ 2 billion (US$ 1.38 billion) Australian Infrastructure 

Financing Facility for the Pacific (AIFFP) (DFAT, 2020a) which proposes 

to use grant funding combined with loans to support the development 

of high priority infrastructure. In April 2019 Australia’s Export Finance 

and Insurance Corporation (EFIC) was also given a name change and 

granted more resources and power to support investment in the region, 

including through a new Trilateral Infrastructure Partnership between 

Australia, the US, and Japan. Both the establishment of the Australian 

Infrastructure Financing Facility and the EFIC reforms raise several 

questions and concerns (Jubilee Australia, Caritas and UNSW, 2019), 

namely the implications for the aid program for Australian Official 

Development Assistance (ODA) and whether this will be the end of the 

Australian Aid program. Other concerns include a high degree of non-

concessional loans; lack of transparency; corruption; environmental and 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 77

social impacts; undermining good governance; and putting Australia’s 

interests first (Howes and Dornan, 2018).

Operation Border Sovereignty and  
the Dynamics of Containment 

The high-technology liberal militarization in the Australian context has 

distinct characteristics including: increased national defense budgets – the 

2019 to 2020 budget provides US$ 38.7 billion for defense, equivalent 

to 1.9 percent of GDP with a push by both major parties to increase it to 

2 percent (Lowy Institute, 2019) for more and better weapons systems; a 

penchant for use of military force in international affairs; and a draconian 

approach to immigration and border security Australia’s Militarized 

Borders and the Detention-Industrial Complex – that has been directly 

violating International Human Rights Law for more than two decades. 

Australia’s refugee policies directly conflict with and undermine global 

norms on the right to protection from persecution. There are concerns 

that Australia’s border security measures and creation of two classes 

of refugees, breaches international and refugee laws, most notably the 

principles of non-refoulment, inhuman or degrading treatment, economic 

and social rights, and restricting the ability of asylum seekers to reach a 

territory where they can claim protection under the Refugee Convention. 

In March 2015, the Special Rapporteur on Torture found that parts of 

Australia’s immigration detention regime violated the Convention against 

Torture, the United Nations Refugee Agency has criticized Australia’s 

offshore detention policy as inhumane, and UN High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, Zeid Ra’ad Al-Hussein, stated that Australia’s policies set 

a poor benchmark for other states in the Asia Pacific region. For example, 
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in 2015, Australia-style policies of boat turnbacks were employed by 

Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia in which nearly 8,000 Rohingyan and 

Bangladeshi irregular migrants were stranded at sea (Cooke, 2015).

In 2001, due in part to 9/11 and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 

political rhetoric in Australia on refugees and asylum seekers dramatically 

shifted from protection to a security paradigm. Legislation divided the 

‘good refugee’ – those who wait in a camp for resettlement – from the 

‘bad refugee’ – those who ‘jump the queue’ and are ‘illegal’ coming by 

boat. Policies since 2001 include the ‘Pacific Solution’; ‘Operation Relex’, 

the Temporary Protection Visa regime; and the militarised ‘Operation 

Sovereign Borders’ in 2013 – a policy to stop ‘people smugglers’ and to 

‘return the boats’, premised on the idea that Australia is experiencing a 

national emergency in protecting its border (McAdam, 2014). There 

were recurring claims about the militarization of Australia’s Department 

of Immigration and Border Protection, which in December 2017 was 

dissolved and subsumed into the Department of Home Affairs. This was 

confirmed in a joint media release in 2016 by then Minister for Defence, 

Peter Dutton and Minister for Defence, Senator Marise Payne stating that 

“The Australian Defence  Force, in partnership with the Australian Border 

Force (ABF), operate the largest and most capable maritime surveillance 

and response fleet in Australia’s history” (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2016). 

Operation Sovereign Borders is now known as a military-led, border 

security operation veiled in secrecy. Donald Trump’s proposed border wall 

to stop Mexicans from coming into the United States may be frightening, 

but Australia created its security walls a long time ago called the ‘excision 

of the mainland of Australia from the migration zone’ (Phillips, 2013) 

defended with military aircraft and unmanned aerial systems.
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As a result of Australia’s militarized borders and policies of deterrence, 

the use of aid has been used in Australian offshore detention facilities in 

small Pacific island nations. A key illustration is the use of aid to detain 

asylum seekers captured by the Australian military and held in offshore 

facilities on Manus Island, Papua New Guinea. Australia’s bipartisan 

policy of deterrence of people seeking asylum by mandatory detention 

has been likened by former Manus detainee, Behrouz Boochani, to a 

form of kidnapping and forced exile (Boochani, 2016), reinforcing the 

exclusionist traditions of Australian nationalism. The logic of deterrence 

enables the denial of basic rights and creates extra-legal status for 

semi-permanent encampments. Australia’s abuses encourage copy-cat 

actions, in a global bidding war to dehumanize and brutalize refugees 

and asylum-seekers. Cashing in are multinational, military conglomerates 

many of whom have substantially contributed to the mass exodus of 

people from war-torn countries. The Border Security System Market – 

Global Forecast to 2022 expects that with rising territorial conflicts and 

geopolitical instability the market will reach US$ 52.95 billion by 2022 

(Markets and Markets, 2016).

The polarizing political debate within Australian politics and the media 

has created much-unfounded fear of refugee and asylum seekers and 

legislation like the Border Force Act (2015), which place government 

staff and health professionals at risk of imprisonment if they speak out 

about human rights abuses in detention. Meanwhile, there have been 

over a dozen deaths in Australia’s offshore detention centers in the past 

six years, most by suicide including self-immolation (Monash University, 

2020). Over 100 men within two weeks attempted to commit suicide after 

the Australian elections in 2019. However, there is an extensive network 
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of refugee and asylum seeker NGOs and advocates among Australian civil 

society including lawyers, medical professionals, politicians, academics 

and religious figures, who have been opposing Australia’s immigration 

policies for more than two decades, as seen in actions that swept across 

the country in early 2016 under the slogan, ‘Let Them Stay’ (Hunt, E., 

Davey, M., and Wahlquist C., 2016); the No Business in Abuse campaign 

(Baker and McKenzie, 2015) that has highlighted corporate complicity 

in abuses within Australia’s immigration system; and more recently in 

July 2019 where thousands of Australians around the country protested 

for the release of refugees and asylum seekers detained for six years 

in Australian offshore detention centers on Manus Island in Papua New 

Guinea, and Nauru (SBS News, 2019).

It is not just the militarization of Australian borders, Australia’s offshore 

detention regime has since become a proxy for ‘forward defense’, not 

just against refugees but also the perceived strategic threat from China. 

With the Chinese state seeking access to port facilities on Manus Island 

in Papua New Guinea, US vice president, Mike Pence announced at the 

2018 APEC Summit in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea that they would 

partner with Australia and support the development of the Lombrum 

naval base, formally the Manus Detention Centre on Manus Island into 

a joint US-Australia military base (Murphy, 2018). The base would be 

a new departure, clearly demonstrating the deepened inter-weaving of 

military interests and development assistance in Australia’s US-centered 

strategic posture. There has been no say for the people on Manus Island 

about the imposition of the Australian billion-dollar offshore detention 

center for the past six years that has given them no real or permanent 
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benefits or infrastructure and left their island with a tarnished reputation 

associated with torture and human rights abuses. It is no surprise local 

Manusians are also opposed to the establishment of the Australian-US 

naval base as stated by Manus MP, Charlie Benjamin, “So when they 

come and say, ‘We want to build a military base in Manus’, I say ‘I already 

have experience with you Australians, dealing with asylum seekers, and 

my people were left out’. I don’t want our people to be left out again with 

this military exercise” (Davidson, 2019).

The question remains, where is Australian aid heading with continued 

military scale-up in the Asia Pacific region. Australian foreign aid and 

policy failures demonstrate the nonsensical logic of pursuing naked ‘self-

interest’ in which the aid-industrial complex solidifies vulture capital, aid 

agencies, ‘donor’ governments and local cronies who are shored-up by 

the military but mainly working at the level of policy. Instead, Australia 

should focus on making the world a safer place through collective and 

peace security arrangements. It should pursue fair trade arrangements – 

not market access and ‘free trade’. It should be an exemplar of effective 

climate policy, both in international policy and at home. It should 

become a beacon for democratization and self-determination, and 

enable development rights, not financial freedoms for speculators. It 

should respect the rights of refugees and asylum seekers. And it should 

recommit to global targets for development aid, and focus Australian 

aid on addressing local needs, not Australian interests. Such principles 

would take Australia closer to achieving the goals of peace and security 

in the region that it claims should be our uppermost priority. 
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Abstract

The article describes the role of mining in Mongolian economics and its 

impacts on environment and livelihood of local herders. It also describes 

efforts of local herders and CSOs against mining and advocacy to change the 

policies and laws. Although mining produces 21 percent of GDP, 70 percent 

of foreign direct investment, 35 percent of national budget income, 71 per 

cent of industrial output, 85 percent of export earnings, it does not meet 

the expectations of Mongolian people to get decent jobs and sustainable 

livelihoods. In fact mining, has severely impacted the environment and 

destroyed traditional livelihood of herders. In mining affected areas local 

human rights defenders face different challenges. The article brought real 

facts of mining impacts from its fact finding mission organized in May 2019 

by the Centre for Human Rights and Development together with the Asian 

Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA). 
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Background

Mining in Mongolia has expanded dramatically, becoming one of the 

main economic activities in the country. However, it has also had major, 

negative impacts on the environment and on the livelihoods of local 

herder communities. Herders who have raised concerns about these 

issues have faced threats of violence and accusations of ignorance from 

the state. There is an urgent need to reform the policies and legislations 

governing the mining sector. Actions must be done to improve mining 

practices, to protect herders’ rights to a safe and healthy environment, 

and to defend their rights to a decent life and secure livelihood.

1. Mining and the Economy

The mining sector in Mongolia has expanded dramatically over the past 

20 years. By the latest official statistics, there are 2,814 valid mineral 

licenses, out of which 1,665 are mining licenses and 1,149 licenses are 

exploration licenses in Mongolia. All these licenses are held by 1,781 

companies, out of which 258 are companies with100 percent foreign 

investment. They hold 426 licenses in total. Among these foreign-

owned companies, Chinese companies dominate. They account for 

135 companies and hold 174 licenses. 

Meanwhile, 226 licenses are being used as collateral with a number 

of different banks, including foreign banks such as the European 
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Reconstruction and Development Bank, the Bank of China, the Export 

Import Bank of China, the Triple Flag Mining Finance Bermuda Ltd., 

World Gold, and First Lithium Corporation, among others (Mineral 

Resources and Petroleum Authority of Mongolia, 2019).

According to recent estimates, the mining sector in Mongolia accounts 

for 21 percent of the country’s GDP, 70 percent of foreign direct 

investment, 71 percent of industrial output, and 85 percent of export 

earnings (Austrade and Australia Limited, 2019).  According to the 

Ministry of Finance, the total tax income from mining sector was around 

2.2 trillion Mongolian tugrug in 2017 and 2018 while the total tax 

income was 7.9 and 7.8 trillion Mongolian tugrugs.    

Mining, however, does not meet the needs of Mongolians in creating 

jobs. The mining sector currently creates only 56,850 jobs which account 

for only 4.9 percent of all employment in the country (National Statistics 

Office, 2019). There are an estimated 217, 000 people who are self-

employed in the informal sector of Mongolia and work in conditions 

without any work safety and security (National Statistics Office).  

In fact, the change from central planning to a market economy has over 

the past five years resulted in a strong contraction of the Mongolian 

economy. Between 1989 and 1993, the GDP in 1986 prices declined 

by 22.3 percent. The only major sectors which escaped the overall 

downward trend were agriculture, where production remained stable, 

and the ‘other services’, which include catering and tourism-related 

activities, which grew by 18 percent.

Unemployment, virtually unknown before 1990, increased rapidly, 

with close to 72,000 persons being registered as unemployed at the 
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beginning of 1994. Estimates however indicate that actual unemployment 

may be 200,000 out of a working force of approximately one million. 

2. Effects of Mining on the Environment

Despite the economic contributions of mining, it has also caused huge 

environmental impacts affecting the livelihood of people, especially 

herders and local communities in mining extraction areas. 

The number of minerals licenses which once reached over 11,000 

in 2006 has been significantly reduced to 2,814 as of now as result of 

more than a decade of struggle and advocacy work. The current licenses 

occupy 7,457.9 thousand hectares of land which is 4.8 percent of total 

land of Mongolia (Mineral Resources and Petroleum Authority of 

Mongolia, 2019).  Mining activities has damaged pasture lands. Due 

to gold mining, in particular, many mining sites left the land unsuitable 

for reclamation. Weak state regulations and implementation were also 

a significant factor. A state census of damaged land conducted from 

2017 to 2018 estimated that 24,347.5 hectares of land had been 

damaged by mining activities and out of that 9381.4 hectares of land 

need to be reclaimed.

There was excessive solid and hazardous waste which resulted 

from the use of outdated industrial technologies in gold mining. Due 

to lack of control over use and dumping of chemical and hazardous 

substances, illicit importation and storage have led to pollution of the 

land, with 203,508 m3 of soil contaminated with cyanide and mercury 

(Mongolia-NGO Forum, November 23, 2010) in more than 10 soums 
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of 4 aimags:1 Hongorsoum in Darkhan-Uul aimag, Zaamar, Jargalant, 

Bornuursoums in Tuv aimag, Mandal, Eruu soums in Selenge aimag, 

Bayan-Ovoo and Bumbugur soums in Bayanhongor aimag, Mandal-

Ovoo, Khanbogd soums in South Gobi aimags. 

Mining has also affected the already scarce water resources of 

Mongolia. Mining has degraded water quantity and quality. Excessive 

use of water in the extraction of gold from open pit mines contributed to 

the gradual disappearance of rivers and streams in many communities. 

The 2007 National Water Census reported that 852 out of 5,128 rivers 

and streams, 2,277 out of 9,306 springs, 1,181 out of 3,747 ponds, 

and 60 out of 429 spa sources have dried out completely. 

However, state policies continue to permit mining. Indeed, the 

government is moving forward with the operation of the Oyu Tolgoi 

copper and gold mine in the South Gobi aimag, which has limited 

availability and access to water resources to cover the needs of this 

large mine. The mine, planned to be operational in the next 30 to 60 

years, will disrupt the fragile ecosystem of Gobi Desert. 

Another evidence of the environmentally blind policy without 

consideration of water future in Mongolia is the fact of mining 

Burenkhaan phosphor deposits near Lake Huvsgul, which comprises 

74 percent of Mongolia’s fresh water resources. Local communities filed 

a complaint with the court to cancel the licenses in 2011.  They initially 

succeeded. The Supreme Court cancelled the licenses for mining 

Burenkhaan phosphorus deposits in 2013. 

1 Aimag and soum are administrative and territorial units of rural Mongolia.  There are 21 
aimags in Mongolia  and each aimag consists of number of soums. 
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However, after a year, it returned the case to the first instance court, 

citing the legal grounds of ‘newly discovered circumstances.’ In 

doing so, the Supreme Court did not impose liability to the Ministry 

of Environment even though it gave conflicting statements to the 

court saying in its previous statement that the project did not have 

an environmental impact assessment and later it testified that the 

assessment was done for the same project (CHRD, 2014). This case 

clearly shows how justice system in Mongolia has failed to serve the 

public interest public interest.

Another environmental issue caused by mining is air pollution. Despite 

the commitments taken under the Kyoto Protocol, the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change, and other environmental 

conventions, the state continues to implement national policies which 

lead to the damage of animal habitats, reduced biodiversity, and 

overall negative impact on the local wildlife and human population. A 

clear example of it is how the world largest coal mine at Tavan Tolgoi 

is exporting raw coal to China, trucking it via 240-kilometer long and 

35-meter wide soil road. Coal and sand dust also poison grasslands, 

affecting the health of herder communities and their herds, as well as 

contaminating the air, soil and water far beyond this region. 

3. Effects of Mining on the livelihood of local herders

The effects of mining on local communities are tremendous. Mining 

policies and implementation practices have clearly resulted in the 

violation of the right to a safe environment and the right to protection 

from environmental pollution and loss of ecological balance. 
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In addition to the environmental impacts of degrading pastureland and 

destroying water sources, however, there are a number of other human 

rights issues to be considered. 

Indigenous nomadic households are being pushed out by mining 

companies by way of forced or negotiated eviction. When mining starts 

in a site, many herders are displaced. In many cases they give up their 

traditional livelihood and move to cities, where they are considered as 

part of the urban poor. This is a violation of the human rights of herders, 

including the right to life in a safe and secure environment, the right to 

choose and protect the source of their livelihood and income, the right to 

work, the right to own property, the right to preserve their cultural heritage, 

and the right to protect themselves, their families, and their home.

As herders, they also have the right to take part in government decisions 

on mining projects and right to human development. These rights are 

directly violated by mining activities and the impacts of mining on the 

environment, as well as on the social and economic life of the region. 

Another significant concern is the welfare of “ninja miners,” who engage 

in small-scale unauthorized mining operations. A huge informal sector has 

emerged in Mongolia, as a result of the privatization of state enterprises 

undertaken in mid-90s and the inability of new private sector to 

accommodate working people who lost their jobs due to the shift. Artisanal 

miners or ‘ninja’ miners area significant part of this informal sector. 

In addition to the above-listed violations of human rights, ‘ninja’ miners 

suffer from slavery, child labor, prostitution, violence, unsafe working 

conditions, and inadequate compensation. They are not recognized as 
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having equality under the law and are not given equal protection of the 

law, often being denied the right to social benefits and services. The root 

cause is in the absence of a law that would recognize their existence 

and set norms and standards, as well as protect the rights of this huge 

(corresponds to 20 percent of rural workforce) informal sector.

Licenses are issued which permit mining or exploration in close proximity 

to human settlements such as the Janchivlan uranium exploration just 

70 kilometers outside the capital city of Ulaanbaatar, the gold mining 

on pasture land in Zaamar and Hongor soums, and the coal mining in 

Tsogttsetsii, Tsenhermandal, and Khanbogd soums. These cases clearly 

show how the state has disregarded its duty to ensure a safe living 

environment for all citizens. Concerns of local communities on violations 

of the right to life and right to health  have constantly been raised and 

reported, backed by data on the increase in the rate of stillbirths and fetus 

mutations, as well as incidents of deaths due to poisoning.  However, the 

relevant authorities have constantly refused to consider and undertake 

necessary measures.2  

Initial provisions Government Resolution No. 55 and the 
approval of the procedure to execute the 

Law on Prohibiting Mining and Exploration
 in Headwaters and Forest Areas 

1 Ordinary protection zone 
set at 200 meters to the 
banks of the rivers

Cut down to 100 meters

2 From information provided to the Centre for Human Rights and Development (CHRD) by 
local communities in Khongor and Ulaanbadrah soums. When  CHRD tried to verify the 
information to create evidence for court law suits local health offices and public health 
institutions refused to cooperate.  
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2 100-meter area is 
determined as the special 
protection zone

Cut down to 50 meters

3 The law was applied for 
1,782 special permits, 
including 391 mining. 
The rest were exploration 
licenses.

Various resolutions were issued with the 
change of the governments. The last is 
Government Resolution No. 289 which 
excluded over 60 special licenses from the 
coverage of the law.

4 Compensation was 
determined for 246 
companies which failed 
to perform rehabilitation. 
In other words, the 
state did not provide 
compensation

Under Government Resolution No. 302, 
the borderline was renewed which led to 
another batch of companies being excluded 
from the coverage of the law and allowed to 
mine. No information is available to find the 
list of the companies.

5 Licenses were provided 
to some companies 
in different locations 
without compensation.

The state provided land to around 20 
companies in different locations as it cannot 
afford to pay compensation.

6 The initial resolutions 
197/174 were 
satisfactory.

Special licenses of 263 companies were 
supposed to be invalidated, however, the 
number of companies had been reduced 
down to over 60. The Ministry of Mining 
and Heavy Industry doesn’t want to 
disclose the information on this issue.

Other important, indirect effects of mining include: worsening access to and 

quality of public services such as health care and education; an increase in 

alcoholism and crime rates; and growth of corruption in the state and in 

the legal/justice systems of the country (CHRD, 2010 and CHRD, 2014).
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4. Findings and Recommendations of the Fact-Finding Mission of 

FORUM-ASIA and CHRD to Mongolia

The Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (FORUM-ASIA) 

together with its member organization, the Centre for Human Rights and 

Development (CHRD) conducted a Fact-Finding Mission (FFM) in the 

eastern part of Mongolia from 5 to 10 May 2019. The FFM covered four 

soums (districts) in the Khentii and Dornodaimag Provinces.

The aim of the FFM was to look into the impact of mining operations 

on the environment, human rights defenders (HRDs), as well as local 

communities. Meetings were conducted with key stakeholders, such as 

representatives from mining companies, local authorities, HRDs, and 

local communities. The 2019 FFM was also a continuation of a previous 

mission conducted by FORUM-ASIA in Mongolia in 2012.

During the FFM, FORUM-ASIA and CHRD noted how several gold 

mining companies, particular the national ones, are operating in close 

proximity to riverbanks, especially in the areas of Binder and Batshireet 

Soum. There are serious concerns that such operations will lead to 

environmental damages, polluting water and soil, with an overall 

negative impact on the livelihood of the local communities. While mostly 

perceived as potential threats, as the mining operations have not yet fully 

started, some local authorities and communities have already denounced 

a decrease in the quality of water and soil, an increase in air pollution, 

and a lack of meaningful local involvement in the environmental impact 

assessment process. 

In light of the country’s nomadic culture, the FFM recorded instances of 

land overlapping between mining companies and herders’ communities. 
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Because of this, they have been denied access to the land they have 

used for generations.

Artisanal ‘ninja’ mining was identified as a key issue in the context of 

environmental concerns and human rights violations. ‘Ninja’ mining or 

small unauthorized mining operations, de facto, violate all mining-related 

regulations. The FFM noted that ‘ninja’ mining had already caused 

environmental damages in the area of Batnorov Soum, including vast 

numbers of large holes in the pasture lands. In addition, the FFM recorded 

specific cases of verbal and physical attacks by artisanal miners on local 

authorities attempting to stop these unlawful operations. 

‘Ninja’ mining is a complex issue. In addition to damages to the 

environment and human rights violations, they are also an indication of 

social and economic problems, such as poverty and unemployment, which 

lead large numbers of people into undertaking such risky endeavors.

Allegations of corruption were shared by different stakeholders. The 

FFM members received information that certain mining activities were 

initiated in prohibited areas according to the Law on Prohibiting Mineral 

Exploration and Extraction near Water Sources, Water Protection Zones 

and Forests. Still, mining licenses were issued by the authorities. In the 

case of ‘ninja’ mining, the miners often managed to get information in 

advance, prior to inspection by local authorities.

Overall, mining activities seemed to have further polarized most of the 

communities visited by FORUM-ASIA and CHRD, as a result of the formation 

of pro- and anti- mining factions. In the case of Tsagaan-Ovoo Soum for 

example, scholarships provided by the gold mining company are allegedly 

given only to community members who are  in favor of their mining operation.
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The FFM members recorded that community based HRDs, who have 

been advocating against mining operations, were often vilified, verbally 

and/or physically harassed. Women HRDs have also reported cases of 

sexual harassment. HRDs. Threats were also documented against the 

family members and relatives of HRDs. In general, HRDs are often labelled 

as troublemakers and it is not uncommon for them to be pressured by 

their own family members to stop doing their human rights work.

• In light of the preliminary findings, FORUM-ASIA and CHRD 

formulated the following recommendations:

• The Government of Mongolia must guarantee the effective protection of 

HRDs by enacting the law on Human Rights Defenders and conducting 

a prompt, thorough, and impartial investigation into the harassment of 

HRDs. 

• The government should ensure that perpetrators are brought to 

justice. It is crucial for the state to ensure that business operations, 

in particular mining, are conducted in full compliance with national 

legislation and policies, as well as international standards, such as 

the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 

• The government must take concrete steps to address the root 

causes of ‘ninja’ mining and concurrently push for the creation of 

an adequate legal framework for artisanal mining as well as ensure 

effective implementation of the regulations.

• Mining companies doing business in Mongolia must ensure that 

no operation leads to environmental damages, such as pollution 

of water and soil. They must not negatively impact the livelihood 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 99

and cultural traditions of the local communities, as well as the 

relationships between community members. 

• Mining companies should refrain from conducting any kind of 

harassment against HRDs who criticize and oppose the adverse 

impact of the mining operations on local communities.

Annex. Violations of Human Rights

CASE 1: Community-Based Human Rights Defenders in 
Tsagaan Ovoo Soum

Mr. Tuvshinjargal Sambuu (44) and Ms. Mungunkhun Dulmaa 

(36) are herders based in the Tsagaan-Ovoo Soum of Dornod 

Province. They are vocal in protesting against the activity of 

gold mining company called Steppe Gold, a Canadian company, 

listed in Toronto and Frankfurt Stock Market. The company has 

received the license to operate by the authorities of Mongolia.

On 21 August 2018, the two HRDs together with other herders 

protested against and tried to stop the fencing of the pastoral 

land for mining activity. The personnel of the security company 

subcontracted by Steppe Gold beat the HRDs. Mr. Sambuu was 

handcuffed and was put on the ground, while his head was being 

sat down by one of the security persons. He was then beaten 

up by several people and his shoulder was fractured. He was 

screaming for help and one of the herders managed to help him 

to get into the car. When Mr. Sambuu was already in the car, 

the car was stopped by the security personnel and they started 
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to hit the window and the car itself. They eventually managed 

to run away and secure themselves in the police station in the 

Soum center. He also shared the incident with the deputy Soum 

governor on the same day, but no action was taken.

Ms. Dulmaa recorded the beating of Mr. Sambuu with her mobile 

phone. Three security personnel, however, managed to grab her 

phone while she was recording. She managed to grab her phone 

back from the hand of the security person, hide it under her bra, 

and then run away. But one security personnel chased her and 

managed to catch her. He then forcefully grabbed Ms. Dulmaa’s 

mobile phone from her bra and started to beating her. After that, 

she tried to run away to the car with Mr. Sambuu. However, the 

security personnel managed to catch her. She was eventually 

brought to the security post of the Steppe Gold mining company.

Ms. Dulmaa shared that she was detained for around five hours at 

the security post. During the detention, she was sexually harassed 

by the security personnel, with the excuse of ‘looking for her 

phone’, although they already had it. The woman HRD was afraid 

that she would lose her life since at that place she was surrounded 

by security personnel who were physical stronger and bigger than 

her. She was eventually released. She also got her phone back after 

the video was deleted. During the incident, Ms. Dulmaa just had 

her appendicitis surgery and the beating damaged the stitches, so 

that she needed to go to hospital had her stitches redone. 

The two HRDs reported to the police at the aimag level. 

However, they never received the documentation that they have 
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submitted a police report. At that time, the police only shared 

that they will look up into the case, but to date, there has been no 

update on the police report. It is also important to note that the 

doctor did not want to issue medical certificates for the physical 

injuries sustained by both HRDs. The doctor also refused to 

issue medical certificate for the re-stitching of Ms. Dulmaa’s 

appendicitis surgery. 

After the incident, Mr. Sambuu claimed that he received 

anonymous calls telling him to stop what he is doing otherwise 

he will be killed. The incident also left a deep trauma for the 

HRDs as they were abused and their attempt to seek remedy 

was not successful.

CASE 2: Threats to the Onon River

The Onon River originates from Mount Khaldun, which is 

registered by UNESCO, has a length of over 400 kilometers 

traversing Mongolia. As a result, 22,000 people from 7 soums 

for Khentii and Dornodaimags and around 100,000 people in 

67 large villages of Russia are in danger of drinking the water 

along the Onon River basin which flows into the Pacific Ocean. 

Due to the polluted springs of Onon River, wildlife habitat and 

biodiversity are endangered. 

Batshireet and Binder soums, where Onon River starts, are 

licensed for gold mines to U&B LLC, АЙУВАНLLC, as well as 

Pegmatit Mining LLC. These exploration licensed areas are located 

in the Gutai mountain range with water springs and biodiversity.  
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Some of the above mines are used for the main deposit and/or 

stone deposit. Therefore, a feasibility study was approved for a 

processing plant at the beginning of Onon River. The feasibility 

study also approved the use of cyanide and sodium. It means that 

the tailings would be discharged directly to Onon River.

The Onon River Movement was established in 2018 by the 

initiative of the inhabitants along the Onon river with the aim of 

protecting their home land. So far, some 3,600 citizens signed the 

petition to the State Great Khural, the Cabinet, and the Ministry of 

Environment and Tourism. However, there has been no reply ever 

since then and the decision remains in favor of those enterprises.

A. Facts about the Onon River:

3.94 percent of the Onon River basin is located at Dornodaimag, 

0.25 percent is at Tuvaimag, and 95.8 percent is at Khentii aimag, 

respectively.  It covers a total area of    28, 235.3 kilometers. 

Onon River flows through a territory of 7 to 8 soums with the 

population of 15,000 to 20,000. Inhabitants of those soums get 

drinking water from this river. 

Onon River is one of the 10 biggest rivers in the world so it is 

considered a global river system.

Onon River is one of the major rivers in Mongolia with fresh soft 

water that remains in its natural state. 

The river’s water-soluble mineralization has a low hardness of 

hydrocarbonate-calcium ion, Ph 7 to 8.
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B. The threats facing the Onon river:

15,000 to 20,000 people in 8 soums along Onon River Basin 

faced the loss of drinking water and livelihood due to the issuance 

of license for the gold mining at the start of the Onon River.

There is a decrease in the water level of the Onon River due to 

the gold washing on its banks. Moreover, due to the pollution of 

the main river and springs from Onon River, the living conditions 

and inhabitats of those surrounding of Onon River are in danger 

of extinction.

Small fish are dying in the river due to the effects of mining on 

the river.

Due to the gold washing on the banks of the Onon River, 

inhabitants have also reported that some suffer from allergies.
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Defending the West Philippine 
Sea, Defending People’s Rights:
A Presentation of the Impacts of China’s Reclamation 
Activities on the Environment and the People

Center for Environmental Concerns – Philippines 

Abstract

The West Philippine Sea (WPS) is located in the Coral Triangle, the area 

with the highest coral reef fish diversity in the world. It fuels economies 

and supports the livelihood of more than 100 million people from fisheries 

production. In 2016, the contested exclusive sovereign rights over the WPS 

was settled by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in favor of the Philippines, 

ruling that China’s “nine-dash line” claim was invalid.  The Tribunal found 

that China had violated the sovereign rights of the Philippines in its exclusive 

economic zone. It has also been estimated that as of May 2015, some 808 

hectares have been reclaimed by China in the WPS by creating artificial 

islands. Satellite images show that many of these areas now host military 

structures and equipment. 

It was found that the damages in the marine ecosystems affected ecological 

functions. This amounted to around US$ 352,246 per hectare per year, 

totaling US$ 280 million in losses per annum based on the total hectarage of 
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reclaimed areas. This especially affected the local fisherfolk, worsening 

their already impoverished conditions. 

The Philippine government needs to take definitive steps towards 

protecting our territory and natural resources. It is recommended that 

the Philippine government take a stronger stance in upholding the 

country’s exclusive sovereign rights over the WPS by filing cases 

against China for violation of the Tribunal’s decision and by asserting 

indemnification for the damages incurred to the livelihood of fisherfolk. 

A marine peace park can be declared by law and established as an 

additional measure to protect the WPS. However, this is only one of the 

possible actions which can supplement the Philippine government’s 

assertion of national sovereignty. In addition, the Filipino people 

should also be united in protecting the WPS.

Keywords: West Philippine Sea, marine peace park, land reclamation, 

militarism, national sovereignty, biodiversity

The West Philippine Sea

China’s Encroachment in the West Philippine Sea

The Philippines and other countries like Vietnam, Taiwan, Malaysia, and 

Brunei all have claims over the West Philippine Sea 1(WPS) pending 

before the International Tribunal for the Laws of the Sea (ITLOS). China, 

on the other hand, also claims the entire WPS including the Spratly, 

Scarborough Shoal, and the Paracel islands based on a 1947 nine-dash 

line map (Masigan, 2018). Despite the 2016 ruling of the Permanent 

Court of Arbitration in The Hague that concludes the nine-dash line 
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map has no legal basis under international law, China continues its 

activities in the WPS.

With China aiming to be one of the world’s superpowers, it needs to 

secure as many resources as possible. The WPS is rich in marine 

resources including corals, other marine organisms, and seabed minerals. 

It contributes 10 percent of the world’s fishing resources and also 

contains indigenous oil and gas amounting to an estimated 11 billion 

barrels of oil and 190 trillion feet of natural gas (Pitlo, 2019). Filipino 

fishermen have been reporting the encroachment of Chinese nationals 

exploiting the natural resources of the Philippine waters such as Chinese 

vessels poaching giant clams in Scarborough Shoal (Feliciano, 2019) 

amounting to thousands of dollars (Cigaral, 2019).  On the other hand, 

Filipino fishermen are being barred from their traditional fishing grounds 

by the Chinese coastguard. 

Access to these invaluable oil deposits in the disputed waters could 

lead to a reduction in Philippine dependence on imports of crude oil 

and dramatically reduce the country’s annual oil bill. The Philippines 

and China signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) for oil and 

gas exploration during President Xi’s state visit to the Philippines in 

November 2018. The joint Philippines-China exploration will have a 60 

to 40 percent split in oil revenues in favor of the Philippines (Esguerra, 

2019). Faster shipping of deposits due to oil refineries located nearby in 

the Philippines, China, and Vietnam are one of the claimed advantages 

of this cooperation. The aforementioned resources are what China 

needs to secure in order to sustain its current pace of growth as a rising 

power and potentially challenge the United States of America (USA) 

(Heydarian, 2013).
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Other than resources, the WPS is also a strategic trade route where one-

third of global commerce, valued at US$ 5 trillion, passes through every 

year. This trade route is particularly critical for China, Taiwan, Japan, and 

South Korea, all of which rely on the Strait of Malacca, which connects 

the WPS and the Pacific Ocean with the Indian Ocean (“How Much 

Trade,” 2019). China’s claim will mean controlling the flow of goods for 

2.2 billion consumers all over the globe. Access and navigation will then 

be subjected to Chinese approval and control.

According to Jose Almonte, former national security adviser to 

former Philippine President Fidel Ramos, the South China Sea, which 

encompasses the WPS, is considered the “maritime heartland of 

Southeast Asia”. He explained that “anybody who controls [the South 

China Sea] will control the peripheral countries. Anyone who controls 

the peripheral countries will control the Southeast Asia region. Who 

controls the Southeast Asia region will [have] influence in [the] Indian 

Ocean and the Western Pacific [ regions]” (Mangosing, 2018). For China 

to challenge US supremacy in global waters, it needs to get a hold of the 

WPS since it is an important and strategic military location to further 

their expansionist ambitions to the surrounding regions.

Among the growing concerns for pressing on the arbitral ruling, is that 

it could lead to war with Beijing. In 2018, President Duterte claimed 

to be ready to declare war with China as China continued to ignore all 

diplomatic protest against its militarization of the WPS (Ramos, 2018). 

However, a change of tone occurred when President Duterte said in his 

2019 State of the Nation Address that a war with China will just turn 

into massacre for the Philippines since China has invested in much more 
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military warfare. The threat of war, according to critics, is being used 

by the administration to sway the people into accepting his appeasing 

behavior towards China. According to Atty. Jay Batongbacal, director of 

the University of the Philippines Institute for Maritime Affairs and Law of 

the Sea, the choice of not consistently asserting the Hague ruling is what 

helped China occupy and militarize the WPS. If anyone is to blame, it is 

the Philippine government itself for not acting when the time to act was 

right (Mangosing, 2018). 

Ecosystem Services of the West Philippine Sea

The WPS is a large marine region located in the Pacific Ocean that is 

surrounded by the coastline of 10 nations. The 10 nations include 

mainland China, Macao, Hong Kong, Taiwan, the Philippines, Malaysia, 

Brunei, Indonesia, Singapore, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam. It is 

the largest body of water after the five oceans and its area spans more 

than three million square kilometers. The terrestrial ecoregion of the 

WPS is composed of three archipelagos, namely Pratas (Dungsha), 

Paracel (Xisha), and Spratly (Nansha), which is the largest archipelago, 

containing 150 named landforms, and innumerable unnamed spits of 

land (Trowbridge, n.d.).  

These archipelagos are teeming with coral reefs with Spratly having 600 

coral reefs in total. In these islands, the existing vegetation is mainly a 

coral island evergreen forest of Pantropic species. It is also near the Coral 

Triangle that is home to nearly 500 different species of reef-building 

corals alone. A team from the National University of Singapore discovered 

that the WPS hosts the same species as the neighboring Coral Triangle 

(Lim, 2015). 
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The Coral Triangle is known as “the Amazon of the ocean” and is a 

hotspot for marine biodiversity containing 76% of the world’s coral 

species. This marine area only occupies 1.5% of the world’s total ocean 

area but represents 30% of the world’s coral reefs (Gray, 2018).  It is 

home to nearly a third of the world’s coral-reef fish species and six of 

the world’s seven species of sea turtle. Humpback whales, humphead 

wrasses, dugongs, manta rays, and various invertebrates also thrive 

along the reefs in the Coral Triangle (Leman, 2019). It also hosts more 

seagrass species than anywhere else on earth and the triangle also 

encompasses the most mangrove-rich areas on the planet. About 18 

out of 60 seagrass species and 45 species out of a global total of 73 

mangrove species can attest to the richness of the marine area (“Coral 

Triangle,” n.d.)

In particular, the marine environment around Scarborough Shoal and the 

Spratly Islands “has an extremely high level of species biodiversity including 

fish, corals, echinoderms, mangroves, seagrasses, giant clams, and sea 

turtles, some of which are recognized as vulnerable or endangered. 

The marine region hosts more than 3,000 species of fish and has around 

120 million people who benefit from marine ecosystem goods and 

services. Resources of these regions provide food security to the coastal 

communities and fisherfolk who rely on their food supply from the region′s 

marine resources. Countries also recognized how fisheries and aquaculture 

contribute to their nation’s food security (Foale et al., 2013). The nutritional 

status of a community is highly dependent on the level of available natural 

resources with fish seen as an important source of animal protein, essential 

fatty acids, and micro-nutrients to the community and local and foreign 

consumers (Kawarazuka & Béné, 2010). 
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The 2013 report from the United States Geological Survey (USGS) 

shows that the territory may contain significant deposits of undiscovered 

hydrocarbons. To add to this discovery, a 2013 report by the United 

States Energy Information Administration (EIA) claims that the whole 

WPS may contain approximately 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion 

cubic feet of natural gas in proven and probable reserves. Tapping 

this energy reserves will provide additional sources of energy to meet 

domestic demand of countries benefiting from it (“Red Bank,” 2013).

The WPS also holds considerable potential in the science of medicine. 

Coastal communities in the Philippines eat giant clams, known locally as 

Taklobo, as a traditional medicine for malaria (Tacio, 2009). 

Healthy reefs also provide other functions to the coastal communities 

that encircle it.  By acting as natural barriers, it cushions the blow from 

typhoons, storm-generated waves, and even tsunamis (Beck et al. 2018). 

Coastal damages due to calamities would nearly double without these 

reefs in the Coral Triangle. Also, without these reefs, flooding events in 

countries like Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines are likely to triple.

Impacts of China’s Reclamation Activities 
in the West Philippine Sea

Creation of Artificial Islands

Since 2013, China started its land reclamation and construction efforts in 

seven areas in the WPS. The construction of more than 3,000 dredged-up 

acres is now studded with long-range sensor arrays, port facilities, runways, 

and reinforced bunkers for fuel and weapons. The increasing militarization 
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over the past several years has cultivated a complex security environment 

that poses a threat to its surrounding coastal states. The data also claims 

that three of the land features in the Spratly Islands now have nearly 

10,000 feet runways and large ports in various stages of construction 

(“China,” 2016) It’s a strategic military location to monitor rivals’ air and 

sea movements and as a base for the coastguard and maritime militia 

operations against those countries’ fishers and hydrocarbon exploitation 

(Stashwick, 2019). 

Contrary to the Chinese president’s 2015 pledge, China is still weaponizing 

the reclaimed islands in the WPS. According to the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry, the islands are deemed necessary defense facilities that will 

only be used for maritime safety and natural disaster support. However, 

reports say otherwise. Numerous harassments and intimidation made 

by Chinese nationals against Filipino fishers were reported since 2011 

up to the present (Mangosing, 2019). In 2016, the Philippine Bureau of 

Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Director Asis Perez claimed that his 

office used to receive reports of harassment at least once a week. In the 

same year, Chinese nationals hurled stones against Filipino fishers and 

a month earlier, the Chinese coastguard used water cannons to fend off 

fishers in their traditional fishing grounds. These harassments violate 

Filipino fishers’ sovereign right to fish and explore for resources in their 

own country’s EEZ (China’s Harassment,” 2016) 

Artificial islands are created through land reclamation which entails 

dredging and filling. Dredging is a process where sediments, sand, coral 

and other disturbed materials in the seabed are removed from the bottom 

of lakes, rivers, harbors, and other water bodies. These are then dumped 

into existing reefs and shoals.
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Zamora (Subi) Reef Image from CSIS/ Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative/ DigitalGlobe

In recent years, China had transformed shoals and reefs in the Spratly 

archipelago into islands hosting military outposts, including those 

within the Philippines’ exclusive economic zone. Based on Earthrise 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD114

Media’s data that was released by Reuter, nearly 800 Chinese 

structures can be found in the WPS. Out of the seven occupied 

artificial islands of China, Zamora, Panganiban, and Kagitingan reef 

are the largest, hence called the “big three”. They are also among the 

most heavily reclaimed reefs.

Zamora (Subi) Reef is a low-tide elevation outside the Philippines’ 

EEZ but within its extended continental shelf, thus forming part of 

Palawan’s continental shelf (“UNCLOS,” n.d.). China seized the reef in 

1988 from the Philippines by erecting a radar structure and military 

facilities on the reef (Carpio, 2017). In 2011, China built a permanent 

reef fortress and supply platform that can house 160 troops. This 

garrison has a helipad and is armed with four twin-barrel 37-millimeter 

naval guns (Sta. Ana, 2011). In 2016, China created an artificial island 

of 394 hectares in Subi Reef and constructed a 3-kilometer runway 

(Carpio, 2017). In 2017, Subi Reef also underwent major construction 

activity, with work on buildings covering about 24 acres or 95,000 

square meters (Dancel, 2018). 

Gaven (Burgos) Reef, on the other hand, initially had a concrete platform 

on its western side that houses China’s communication equipment, and 

anti-air and naval gun systems until the country gradually constructed 

an artificial island in the area (Carpio, 2017). Just like Zamora (Subi), 

Panganiban (Mischief) Reef is outside of the Philippines’ EEZ but within 

its ECS (“UNCLOS,” n.d.). According to the Center for Naval Analyses’ 

Admiral Michael McDevitt (Ret.) and RAND’s Cortez Cooper, it has anti-

aircraft guns and what appear to be close-in weapons systems (CIWS) 

to protect against cruise missile strikes.
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December 2015 July 2016
Panganiban (Mischief) Reef in 2015 and 2016. Image from CSIS/ Asia Maritime 

Transparency Initiative/ DigitalGlobe

Panganiban (Mischief) Reef, which is originally a circular atoll with 

a diameter of 7.4 KM and a lagoon area of 3,600 hectares, was 

documented to have its first built-up structure in 1995. China declared 

that it will just be shelters for its fishers, but they equipped it with satellite 

communication and radars.  In 2014 to 2015, China dredged Panganiban 

(Mischief) Reef and created a 590-hectare artificial island, hosting an air-

and-naval base with a three-kilometer military-grade runway (Carpio, 

2017). As of 2018, the artificial island contains four building complexes 

with 13 multi-story buildings. Fifty Chinese marines who are experts 

with satellite communication equipment are stationed permanently on 

the island (Dancel, 2018).

IIn 1987, UNESCO agreed that China would build a weather station 

on Kagitinagan (Fiery Cross) Reef as part of UNESCO’s global oceanic 

survey. However, the weather station was later converted into a Chinese 

military facility (Carpio, 2017). In 2014 to 2015, China built an airbase 

with a seaport and a 3,000-meter runway that sits on a 270-hectare 
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reclaimed area for the dual purpose of enforcing the nine-dash line as 

China’s national boundary, and protecting China’s petroleum imports 

that still pass through the Malacca Strait. At Kagitingan Reef, China 

built a permanent communication and maritime observatory garrison 

that can house 200 troops. China built a helicopter landing pad, a 

300-meter long wharf allowing supply ships and patrol boats to dock, 

a two-story barracks, and a 500-square meter plantation area. As it 

is equipped with satellite data transmission as well as surface and air 

search radars, China has designated the Kagitingan (Fiery Cross) Reef 

as its main headquarters. This garrison has at least four high-powered 

naval guns and several emplacements of guns. Kagitingan saw the 

most construction throughout 2017, with work on buildings covering 

27 acres, or about 110,000 square meters (Dancel, 2018).

China established permanent reef fortresses and supply platforms 

at the reefs of Calderón, Burgos, and Chigua. Such supply platforms 

can withstand winds of up to 71 knots and are fitted with VHF / UHF 

communications equipment, search radars, naval guns, and anti-aircraft 

December 2015 July 2016
Panganiban (Mischief) Reef in 2015 and 2016. Image from CSIS/ Asia Maritime 

Transparency Initiative/ DigitalGlob
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guns. These three supply platforms can also serve as docks for Chinese 

navy patrol boats (Dancel, 2018). 

Environmental Impacts

The Chinese fishers have caused the greatest harm to a wide range 

of sea life in the WPS including endangered sea turtles, giant clams, 

giant oysters, sharks, eels, and large pieces of highly ornamental coral 

(Quintos, 2015).

For instance, it was documented that since 1998, there were already 

100 incidents where Chinese fishers engaged in illegal fishing activities 

such as using cyanide (Robles, 2019). To remove valuable giant clams 

and coral pieces, Chinese vessels also started to use destructive fishing 

techniques that involve towing anchors across the reef which plunged 

and reduced the reefs into rubble. This alone has been responsible for 

destroying some 70 square kilometers of coral and around 124 square 

kilometers of reef. 

Screenshots form Chinese Internet sites showing reef chopping to find giant clam shells; 
hauling of shells on Tanmen fishing boats; and piles of giant clam shells to be sold.

Close-up images shown Fiery Cross, Subi and Mischief Reefs were all

China’s clamshell exploitation in the West Philippines Sea 
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Under the protection of the Chinese navy, poachers are plundering the 

natural resources present in the WPS. Since 2012, Filipino fishers have 

stopped their attempts to enter the disputed areas out of fear for their 

safety (Mogato, 2016). It has hindered Filipino fishers from exercising 

their right to operate on their own waters. 

Aside from extensive resource exploitation, China’s creation of artificial 

islands further increases the damage of the marine environment in the 

WPS. The largest of the machines used in this process can transport 

4,500 cubic meters of material per hour. This destroys entire coral atolls, 

consolidating all their hard material into platforms elevated above high 

tide level (Tickell, 2016). Based on the UNCLOS, China has violated its 

obligation to “protect and preserve the marine environment” when they 

dredged and built islands on seven reefs and failed to prevent its fishers 

from harvesting endangered species like sea turtles, corals, and giant 

clams in the Spratlys and Scarborough Shoal.

Impacts on the People

It was found that the damages in marine ecosystems affected its 

provisioning, regulating, habitat and cultural services. According to Deo 

Florence Onda, a Filipino marine scientist from the University of the 

Philippines’ Marine Science Institute (UP MSI), the Philippines is losing 

about PhP 33.1 Billion annually. The estimated amount of losses is based 

on the baseline value of US$ 353,429 (PhP 18 million) per hectare per 

year that was arrived at in a 2012 study “Global estimates of the value of 

ecosystems and their services in monetary value,” which was conducted 

by Elsevier, one of the world’s major providers of scientific, technical and 

medical information (Enano et al, 2019).
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Figure 4
Economic vulnerability by basic sector as of 2015
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Source: The Philippine Institute for Development Studies, Albert and Vizmanos (2018) 

In addition, the interference of Chinese vessels in the fishing activities 

of Filipino fishers has significantly reduced their income. Since 2011, 

there are various skirmishes, standoffs, and shows of power in the WPS. 

These incidents involved the Chinese Coast Guard, the Philippine Navy, 

and Filipino fishers, among others. One example involves the sinking 

of a Filipino boat by a Chinese fishing vessel in Recto Bank, which left 

22 Filipino fishermen floating at sea before they were rescued by a 

Vietnamese boat. Some of the disputed islands of the WPS are no longer 

safe for fishers, hence, they stopped fishing in these areas even if they 

supposedly have a right to operate in these zones. 

The Philippines’ total volume of marine municipal fishing production 

dropped by 11.2 percent from 2012 to 2017. The value of such output, 

meanwhile, grew by only 0.2 percent (Punongbayan, 2019). A recent 

study by the Philippine Institute for Development Studies also found that 
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fishers are among the most economically “vulnerable,” that is, likely to 

fall into poverty in the future. In 2015, a third of fishermen were deemed 

“highly vulnerable” while more than half were “relatively vulnerable”. The 

continued dispute in the WPS has not only threatened their security but 

also their livelihood. 

Conclusion and Recommendations

In the West Philippines Sea, the territorial claim of China is rooted in its 

aim to secure its economic interests and control of the area, because of 

its importance in trade, fisheries production, and energy security. China 

has focused on a more militaristic approach over a diplomatic approach 

with its establishment of military installations in the artificial islands it has 

created. This has caused environmental damages resulting in the loss 

of livelihood of small fisherfolk and loss of food production for countries 

in general. China has violated people’s rights through environmental 

destruction, loss in livelihood, violation of nations’ sovereignty, and threat 

to security. China’s militarism deprives the citizens of other nations of 

their right to development, thus becoming not just an environmental 

issue but also a social justice issue. 

The Philippine government should not just be silent against China’s 

aggression towards Filipinos. Silence is equivalent to tacit recognition 

which the other party may interpret as consent. The Philippine 

government needs to take definitive steps towards protecting our territory 

and natural resources. It should uphold the ruling of the Permanent Court 

of Arbitration that the Philippines has sovereign rights over the WPS. 
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It can continue to document and file cases of violations and take more 

proactive steps in ensuring the protection of the territory, Filipino fishers, 

and marine ecosystems. It should also seek indemnification for the 

environmental and economic damages that China has caused. 

To protect the natural resources, a marine peace park can be declared 

by law as an additional measure to protect the WPS. A park for peace 

is a special designation that may be applied to any transboundary 

conservation area dedicated to the promotion, celebration and/or 

commemoration of peace and cooperation (IUCN, n.d.). It must have 

a clear biodiversity objective, a clear peace objective, and cooperation 

between at least two countries or sub-national jurisdictions (Sandwith 

et al, 2001). An effective peace park aims to address a contiguous and 

unified ecological unit in a cohesive and unitary manner despite socio-

political reasons for territorial divide. 

In 1992, John McManus, a marine biologist at the University of Miami, 

proposed a Spratly Islands Marine Peace Park. He noted the archipelago 

serves as an important breeding ground for marine life. The proposal 

was revived by former Supreme Court Justice Antonio Carpio and was 

passed in the IUCN World Congress in 2016 (Mollam, 2016). However, 

the proposal was not approved by the IUCN due to China’s threat to 

destroy the organization (Claparols, 2016). 

Through this initiative, the territorial claims in the WPS can be suspended 

to allow the marine ecosystems to recover. The creation of a marine peace 

park is just one of the ways to encourage the unity of nations to protect 

the area to protect its ecosystem services. It is also a clear statement 
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that the nations surrounding the area denounce militarism as the form 

of claiming territory. However, it should not replace continuous efforts 

of countries like the Philippines to assert their territorial claims through 

diplomacy and other means. 

In addition, the Filipino people should also be united in protecting the 

WPS. The citizens should be aware of the activities of China in the area 

and advocate for concrete actions by the government. Citizens can also 

reach out to the international community to gain more support for the 

country’s territorial claim.
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Endnotes

West Philippine Sea refers to the body of water consisting of the territorial sea, exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ) and extended continental shelf (ECS) of the Philippines.  The West 
Philippine Sea is only a part of the larger sea — the South China Sea (Carpio, 2017).
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Introduction

With the advent of the 21st Century, the geopolitical situation of the world has 

turned a crucial page in history. The dying decades of the 20th century had 

seen the crumbling away of the Soviet bloc, the abrupt end of the Cold War, 

the emergence of a single superpower, namely the United States of America 

(USA), and the emergence of an era commonly known as Globalization; 

though Imperialism may be a better epithet!

The hallmark of Globalization was the formation of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) that defined the terms of political and economic engagement of nation-

states in the so-called globalized world. It need not be said that the WTO was 

the brainchild of the US, and it was the flagship that carried the US hegemonic 

agenda forward; of course, fully aided and abetted by the International Financial 

Institutions (IFIs), namely the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 

Bank. The terms of trade that were defined were based on the Washington 

Consensus, a US-dictated policy regime which imposed the neoliberal policies 
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of privatization, deregulation and trade liberalization by force across the 

post-colonial third world countries.

The next twenty years or so were years of clear imperialist hegemony of 

the United States. This has changed in 2013 with the launching of the One 

Belt One Road Initiative (OBOR) by the Chinese Administration of President 

Xi Jinping, later renamed the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is 

considered a clear clarion call by China towards its intention of competing 

for global supremacy and challenging the US as the sole global power.

The economic power of China is clear; the military power not so! We 

now have a tense political situation where we have global powers 

with different levels of military strength but with no ambiguity in their 

intentions of controlling global markets, raw materials and trade.

Hence, we live in a multi-polar world. There are a number of contesters 

on the World Chess Board, maneuvering and vying for their place in 

winning supremacy in the regional and international arena. On one hand, 

there is the US and on the other China. But then there is also shifting and 

jostling among countries such as Russia, India, Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, 

Turkey, Iran and others who are forming varying constellations, aligning 

themselves with one or the other of the two highest bidders for global 

supremacy.

How is this different from the times of the Cold War? The difference, of 

course, lies in the political ideology, the world vision of the global powers 

in the 21st century. The Cold War was marked by the tug of war between 

the capitalist and socialist world. Both China and Russia had developed 

socialist, communist societies and were contesting capitalism. But in this 

new era of hyper-capitalism, every power bloc has its ideology closely 
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grounded in considering the market supreme; the search for surplus 

profits and opening up markets the ultimate goal. The rich capitalist 

states are using the free trade policy base built in the past few decades 

as the springboard for capturing regional blocks for their dominance. 

The rules of the multilateral trading system created by the WTO, and later 

the plethora of free trade agreements that have pushed the privatization 

and commodification of everything including nature and ideas have 

been forced upon the post-colonial countries. The open race for control 

of raw materials, labor and markets in various parts of the post-colonial 

continents, namely Latin America, Africa, and Asia, is accompanied by 

nation-states providing security to the neo-colonialists as they plunder 

and exploit labor, land, and resources of the people.

What have been the responses of the people? An analysis of the 

people’s resistance across the globe shows the fightback mounted 

by many segments of society. No doubt, the initial responses started 

coming in the late 1980s as a response to the market hegemony that 

was being dictated by free trade policies implemented through the 

WTO, with the Trade-related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 

(TRIPs) and the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) being the most 

contested. The political consciousness of communities and activists 

had been heightened as they fought against the takeover of their lands 

as well as market capture, and huge strides were made by indigenous 

peoples, women and farmers’ movements. 

It is important to point out that many of these movements sprang not 

only from rights-based centers but were also part of a political society 

guided by the principles of people’s sovereignty, aiming for people-led 
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policies, and opposed corporations and capitalist hegemony. In these 

years, though a plethora of non-government organizations existed, the 

alliances of the development and the corporate sector were a shameful 

mark, much-ridiculed and openly challenged. Hence the post-WTO 

movements were much more unified in asking for sharper pro-people 

calls. This could be the reason for the victory of the ‘Battle of Seattle’ at 

the WTO Ministerial Conference in 1999.

In just a matter of 20 years, there has been a great shift in the political 

ideologies and strategies used for wresting power from the corporate 

sector. Though there is now a much greater spread of social mobilizations, 

the wide range of mobilizations and activism is accompanied by deliberate 

diffusion, confusion, and opportunism in the so-called development 

sector. This critical shift can be, to a great extent, linked to 9/11 and 

the paradigm change in the geopolitical arena that this event ushered, 

including in the so-called development sector.

Research and analysis on social movements concerning their goals, 

objectives, and demands is needed in order to differentiate movements 

that demand structural change from those that maintain the status quo 

of the current exploitative and oppressive system and ruling regimes. 

Research and analysis would allow a clear road map to building alliances 

with genuine progressive movements and actors. No doubt, stronger 

alliances would result in a much clearer, well-defined and focused set of 

political strategies for people’s struggles aimed toward attaining genuine 

democracy. And of course, it would also result in exposing those who 

are deliberately maintaining the status quo in line with the aims and 

objectives of capitalist hegemony.
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Imperialist Agendas

This section will examine the policies and mechanisms that have been 

used against movements and activists to eradicate, dilute or co-opt them.

The failure of the WTO Ministerial in 1999 was followed by rising 

political unrest against the free-market agenda in the capitalist countries 

as well as in the third world countries. Therefore, 9/11 can be considered 

to be very ‘fortunate’ for US hegemony. It was critical in providing the 

shift from the ‘freedom and democracy’ mantra used by the US and its 

allies during the Cold War years. 9/11 led to a new form of unleashed 

military control over people’s resistance. 

One of the most critical developments after 9/11 was the development of 

the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy in 2006. By 2012, 

more than 140 governments had passed counterterrorism legislation 

(Human Rights Watch, 2012). As of September 2019, in Australia alone, 

82 anti-terror laws have been passed (The CONVERSATION, 2019). 

The new counterterrorism laws adopted are considered to be based 

mostly on the US Patriot Act that was signed within a month of the 

9/11 attacks, and even though the content of these laws have varied, 

the general objective has been to limit civil liberties and expand state 

law enforcement powers in the name of national security (Whitaker, 

2007). The US was also reported as offering investment incentives to 

those countries that were willing to initiate counter-terrorism legislation 

in their countries (Whitaker, 2007). One is, of course, left to wonder at 

the opportune ‘9/11 events’ that provided the US and other reactionary 

states with such a vast array of measures taken to control dissent across 
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the globe. Religious bias, racism, and bigotry are hallmarks of the current 

system. Liberalism has gracelessly turned to fascism!

The militarization of governance has been only one side of the story. 

The other critical element that needs to be taken into account was the 

‘economic war’ that had been unleashed with the making of the WTO, and 

thousands of other bilateral free trade agreements based on neoliberal 

policies. The vast array of austerity measures, downscaling of national 

industries, job cuts, and corporate farming laid down the conditions for 

the massive escalation in labor and farmers’ rights violations. The most 

impacted has been the working class with trade unions stripped of the 

means for collective bargaining. It has been reported (Collins, 2015):

“In 2013 the unionized workforce in America hit a 97-year low. 

Only 11.3% of all workers were unionized. In the private sector, 

unionization fell to 6.6%, down from a peak of 35% in the 1950s. 

American corporations have made a concerted effort to get rid of 

unions and reduce labor costs since 1980, and they have been 

very successful.”  

The 9/11 events and series of bombings across Europe led to widespread 

Islamophobia and xenophobia. The downgrading of social welfare 

policies was also carried out in the advanced capitalist states, leading to 

widespread racism, anti-migration sentiments and the rise of right-wing 

popular movements and parties (Sayeed, 2013). 

National security measures are commonly used to control movements 

that are up in arms against the imperialist demands of the US and other 

advanced capitalist states and the European Union across the globe. 

National security measures have often used counterterrorism laws to 
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disband and neutralize social movements. Activists have been tagged 

as ‘terrorists’, even when they are merely engaged in the defense of 

people’s land rights, decent wages or protesting state violence. In short, 

social and political activism is examined through the lens of the so-called 

“War on Terror;” a phenomenon that continues to this day, even though 

we are now on the eve of the third decade of the 21st Century. 

Apart from the very direct attack on people’s movements, another 

insidious form of attack was carried out against the public domain. 

With the advent of the market era, marked by the fall of the Soviet 

Union, policies and measures for the regulation of the corporate sector 

waned. In the context of corporate regulations, it has been stated that 

‘the disintegration of the socialist camp, indeed of the Soviet Union itself, 

deprived developing countries of allies…” (Sauvant, 2014). 

Developmentalism instead of social transformation

It was this political climate that allowed the US to demand the inclusion of 

the corporate sector among the so-called pillars of national development. 

A whole range of corporate-led interventions was introduced of which 

Corporate Social Responsibility became a common agenda as a source of 

monetary aid to non-government organizations (NGOs) and community-

based organizations (CBOs). A common refrain that could be heard 

from NGOs was that globalization was here to stay; instead of opposing 

corporations it would be better to increase the capacity of farmers and 

labor to form associations, increase their ability to make their demands to 

the corporate sector, invest in cash crops to increase their incomes, and 

be a viable force in the market. The messages were clearly “pragmatic” 
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and reformist in outlook – survive in a market environment rather than 

engage in politics of struggle and sovereignty.

Another deliberate change that was brought to the development sector 

was the voluntary nature of development work, which had ‘bloomed’ 

after the fall of the Soviet Union. Members of left-leaning socialist parties 

in the third world found employment in or initiated their own NGOs. 

Even if some had come with more socialist public development theories 

and a will to serve the people, this was deliberately eroded over time by 

international donor agencies. 

Development studies became fashionable and careers in development 

were pursued. Corporatization of the development sector slowly seeped 

in. The technocrats in donor agencies and intergovernmental organizations 

such as the United Nations, World Health Organization and others have 

been called ‘Lords of Poverty’ and harshly criticized for their lavish lifestyles 

(Hancock, 1989). But with the increasing economic recession, NGOs have 

also been criticized for joining hands with the corporate sector (Pulitzer 

Center, 2016). According to a report on the aid business:

“…since 2000, and particularly since the 2007-2008 global financial 

crisis, the visibility and power of large corporations in international 

aid and development efforts have taken on even larger proportions. 

Now, CEOs of major multinationals sit on UN panels charting the 

future of global development; USAID is partnering with Walmart and 

Chevron; and NGOs like Oxfam and Save the Children have joined 

hands with corporate behemoths Unilever and GlaxoSmithKline 

(GSK). With traditional aid budgets under pressure, donors are 

increasingly turning to the private sector to fill the gap.” 
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Multinational corporations were now commonly camouflaged under the 

euphemism “private sector’. The Third and Fourth High-Level Forums 

on Aid Effectiveness in Accra (2005) (Third High-Level Forum on Aid 

Effectiveness, 2008) and Busan (2011) openly acknowledged and 

emphasized the central role of the private/corporate sector in development 

(Fourth High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, 2011). The language 

of ‘inclusive development’ has further cemented an equal place for the 

corporate sector in social and economic development policies. After the 

severe economic recession of 2008, the IFIs were further strengthened 

to step up the neoliberal agenda and ‘combat the worldwide economic 

recession’ (OECD, 2009).

A very clear influence of the corporate sector in development has been the 

introduction of microfinance, which has now become a major development 

policy tool used across all of the third world countries. The concept became 

popular with its introduction in Bangladesh by economist Mohammad 

Younus who was given the Noble Peace Prize in 2006, together with the 

Grameen Bank which he founded, for “their efforts to create economic 

and social development from below” (The Nobel Prize, 2006).

With corporate sector influence in the development sector, the impact 

on NGO ‘culture’ is more than obvious. The will to serve the people and 

communities has been drastically impacted. NGOs have become career 

goals or employment opportunity sectors, where the terms of contract, 

salaries, job responsibilities, and hours of work are negotiated much on 

the same pattern as in the for-profit sector. Hand in hand with cultural 

changes in the operations of NGOs, the most important change has been 

the massive de-politicization of NGOs and issue-based social movements, 

which is the basis for fragmentation and disunity. A particular aspect, 
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which requires examination, is the form and mechanism of engagement 

for civil society at many of the intern-governmental platforms.

For whom is civil society participation in governance?

The Earth Summit 1992 recognized that for achieving sustainable 

development the active participation of all sectors of society would be 

required and for the purpose created nine major groups which include 

women, children and youth, farmers, indigenous peoples, NGOs, local 

authorities, workers and trade unions, business and industry, and the 

science and technology community. 

Each of the sectors is composed of a realm of organizations and 

social movements working for the rights of the particular group, for 

example, farmers, or women, or any other sector. The problem becomes 

immediately apparent. Each sector now represents a whole rainbow color 

of movements, CBOs, NGOs and International NGOs (INGOs), who could 

differ sharply in their political ideologies, strategies, and demands. It could 

be a farmers’ movement asking for government subsidies for chemical 

inputs based on industrial chemical methods of production most likely 

sponsored by mega-corporations such as Monsanto, Bayer, and others, 

versus small and landless farmers demanding food sovereignty which 

repudiates corporate control in agriculture. Such demands on opposite 

sides of the spectrum make it difficult to build a strong movement at any 

level causing immense diffusion in demands.  

At the same time, there is also a political spectrum of opportunism and 

deliberate nurturing of fake movements that ostensibly ask for rights of 

the marginalized but are unwilling to take the steps needed to build a 
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front that would be based on demanding structural change. Hence false 

solutions are widely offered by NGOs and social movements that are 

further bolstered and given ‘star ratings’ by the so-called people-friendly 

institutions including the United Nations and its array of organs such as 

the World Health Organization, UN Women, among others. 

Liberalization and corporate agriculture have resulted in more poverty 

and hunger in rural communities. The clarion call of farmers has been 

based on food sovereignty with the right to land being the most 

critical facet of the framework. Farmers have also demanded the end 

to imperialist agriculture policies that are the bulwark of neoliberalism. 

However, many movements have taken weak positions, allowing 

European and North American farmers to take leadership in social 

movements. This has resulted in the dilution of political demands made 

for equitable land distribution as the most critical factor for overcoming 

poverty and hunger, and providing not only decent livelihood but also 

access to adequate, safe and nutritious food. No doubt issues faced 

by small farmers in advanced capitalist countries are genuine but 

vastly different from the small and landless farmers in the post-colonial 

countries; leadership from their own cadres must be in the frontline of 

seeking resolution of their problems.

It is important to discuss colonialism in this context. The elites of 

the third world nation-states have benefitted from parasitic colonial 

relationships. The tactics used by imperialist nations to capture our elite 

sectors have also been successfully used for capturing social movements. 

Participation in international platforms such as the UN and other 

organizations require technical and educational background that is often 

not available to grassroots leaders. Their class background becomes a 
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particular hindrance, as well as their inability to speak English or other 

colonial languages which bar them from meaningful participation at 

regional and international forums. 

Other structural impediments are also present. For visa purposes, bank 

account details have to be submitted whereas the bank balances of your 

typical activists would be nowhere near levels that would convince foreign 

visa officers. For grassroots activists, these restrictions are roadblocks to 

inclusive participation. The result is that more often than not, a particular 

class of activists that may not be well connected to the grassroots end 

up representing social movements. In short, the politics of representation 

is riddled with potholes and spawns skepticism about and among social 

movements and NGOs.

It is no secret that donor agencies have used aid to influence political and 

social actors to ‘bend’ their political demands to suit capitalist hegemony. 

This is much easier to do if social movements are being funded by inter-

governmental organizations such as the World Bank, Food and Agriculture 

Organization or INGOs. Often INGOs will support social movements who do 

not challenge the status quo of capitalism directly. Large-scale persecution 

and killing of workers, activists, trade unionists and journalists at the local 

and national levels have already resulted in the ‘silencing’ of activists. 

At the same time, more mainstream organizations also have a role in 

increasing passiveness among activists by enforcing norms of what is 

acceptable in terms of speaking out against government policies. At 

the United Nations Environment Program Assembly, 2018 (UNEA 4) 

an activist asking for an amendment in a resolution was stopped from 

speaking as it was considered to be an intergovernmental discussion, 
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and CSOs were not allowed to intervene. Further, as a reprimand for a 

CSO member’s intervention, all CSO participants were asked to leave 

the meeting spaces wherever the intergovernmental engagement was 

happening in the UNEP premises (Haider, 2018). 

Another incident involved social movements themselves stopping a 

demonstration organized by various coalitions including the People’s 

Coalition on Food Sovereignty, the Asian Peasant Coalition, International 

Women’s Alliance and others on the occasion of World Food Day in 

2019 at the FAO headquarters in Rome. The organizers planned to 

hold a silent protest action holding up placards stating “World Hunger 

Day 2019” to call attention to rising hunger globally, especially in Asia 

where the largest number of the hungry reside. Other civil society 

groups intervened, demanding that the organizers call off the protest. 

No concrete reasons were given but in the name of keeping unity among 

civil society, the organizers relented and canceled the protest action. 

Imperialism’s Emerging Dominant 
Blocs and State Atrocities

Much of the above analysis is based on the abuse and violations of 

people’s rights in the wake of 9/11. With the rise of China on the global 

scene, what new dimensions have been added, if any?

Rumblings about Chinese economic power had started by the 1980s 

when market capture by Chinese goods was already evident in every 

corner of the world. However, as has been stated before, the launching 

of the BRI signaled the clear intent of China to attain global dominance. 
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The launching of BRI has resulted in a series of reactions from the US 

imperialist forces and its satellite countries. One of the clearest responses 

has been the escalation of repression and human rights violations 

perpetrated by Indian state forces occupying Jammu and Kashmir. Many 

believe this is in response to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) 

that starts from Gilgit, an area that is considered part of the Azad Jammu 

and Kashmir, often referred to as Pakistan-Occupied Kashmir (POK).

The US is also taking advantage of the religious rivalry between Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, using the Shiite-Sunni division among Muslims to maintain 

its access and control over the region’s energy resources. The US provides 

political and military support to Saudi Arabia which, in turn, keeps a tight 

leash on other Muslim nations bound to the oil-rich Arab nation through 

religious and economic ties. Heavily-indebted Pakistan is, of course, one 

such nation which has time and time again gone ‘bowl in hand’ begging 

for alms from the Saudis. Saudi Arabia is also a major buyer of arms and 

ammunition from the US weapons industry (Feinstein, 2011).  

Saudi Arabia has clearly shown its leaning toward controlling Pakistan 

and other Muslim-dominant countries such as Indonesia. No doubt this is 

partly to challenge Iran and partly as a result of its strong economic and 

military ties with the US. It is worth pointing out that Saudi Arabia was 

the initiator of the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism Coalition (IMCTC) in 

2015, ostensibly to fight the spread of Islamic terrorists, especially those 

associated with the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Today more 

than 40 Islamic countries have become IMCTC members (Winter, 2017), 

strengthening Saudi Arabia’s control of the region to isolate Iran and its 

satellites (Ahmad, 2017).
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There is, however, reconfiguration happening amongst the satellites in 

the wake of new alignments. The unity of the Organization of the Islamic 

Countries (OIC) was challenged to some extent by Malaysia which 

hosted the Kuala Lumpur Summit in 2019. At the same time, the close 

ties of Iran and India have have become strained due to US pressure 

on India to walk away from trade relations with Iran. According to US 

President Trump (The Economic Times, 2019):

“Iran has been a very dangerous player, a very bad player. They are a nation 

of terror and we won’t put up with it….”

Fundamentalism, fascism, and liberalism

The capitalist regressive forces from across the globe have also extended 

their tentacles to popular movements embedded in divisive politics of 

religious extremism. Religious fundamentalism is a common ideological 

component of fascist regimes across the globe stretching from Al 

Qaeda to the advanced capitalist nations to the post-colonial states. It 

is also a prominent feature of right-wing popular racism in the US and 

the EU. Reactionary Christian, Buddhist, Muslim and Hindu religious 

fascist movements have spread East to West, North to South. Religious 

rightwing popular movements are working hand in hand with very brutal 

states responsible for acute human rights violations, such as the genocide 

of Rohingyas in Myanmar in recent years. The Modi Administration in 

India has employed these tactics widely across the vast nation, and of 

course the same is true for Pakistan, which tragically was the very base 

from where Islamic fundamentalism was launched in the 1980s as part 

of the US and Soviet Union standoff in Afghanistan.
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From the people’s perspective, the problems associated with these 

alliances are the very conservative religious ideologies that are 

propagated resulting in fascist popular movements. These racist 

chauvinistic popular movements are very much part and parcel of the US-

led imperialist policies that are being inflamed by fascist regimes to help 

them implement their reactionary agendas. Fascist popular movements 

help them accomplish their goals by dividing the masses, inflaming social 

conflicts and providing the justification for ramped-up security measures. 

These conditions are the pretext to repress and eliminate progressive 

movements demanding human, women and people’s rights. Those who 

demand self-determination and sovereignty face the worst forms of 

state repression and brutality. 

Another side to the same coin is the defense of liberalism in the face 

of rampant fascism. A critical area of struggle has been the women’s 

movement that has challenged patriarchal control over women’s bodies 

as part of the capitalist agenda of militarism. However, the women’s 

movement has also been propelled by liberal forces, especially those 

promoted by the US which claims to counter the patriarchal exploitation 

and oppression of women with a vision of women’s rights that often 

dilutes the need to fight the attendant forces of capitalism and feudalism. 

Yet these carry much more weight as they are embedded in the state 

structures responsible for ongoing militarization and trade liberalization. 

Equal rights demanded by women are hijacked to support the capitalist 

agenda by stressing women’s participation in labor, which, once achieved, 

is used not only for bringing down wages but to have a submissive and 

passive workforce. This has been already well documented in the early 

years of globalization. 
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The liberal feminist agenda has been used to divert attention from the 

fight for national liberation toward patriarchal forces. There can be no 

two sides to demanding women’s equal right to participation in labor 

with stress on ‘equal’. Therefore the argument is not the right of women 

to be part of the labor force but for the women’s movement to be part of 

trade union movement to ensure that women must be given the same 

rights as men, and to fight against deregulation and privatization policies 

that have taken jobs away from labor irrespective of gender. 

The liberal women’s movement more often than not takes positions 

with so-called progressive political parties defending women’s rights. 

Capitalists, especially from the US and Europe, have used women’s rights 

as a key issue in propagating and implanting their neoliberal agenda. If 

it was not so tragic, it would be comical as it is their deeply anti-women 

austerity policies which have been the major reason for creating dismal 

poverty and fostering conditions for the abuse of women globally. 

No doubt, violence against women has escalated. In response, there has 

been a rising crescendo in the women’s movement against all forms of 

violence against women, especially physical and sexual. However, the 

key reasons for this violence rest in the feudal and capitalist systems that 

foster and fan patriarchal norms; hence elimination of patriarchy will not 

eliminate violence against women; only elimination of exploitative and 

oppressive modes of production will achieve elimination of patriarchy. 

Liberal voices, especially liberal women’s groups, remain committed to 

defending electoral politics and political parties that constantly barter 

with fascist forces at the cost of their populations. A recent example 

from Pakistan is approval of the Army Amendment Act of 2020 by the 
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National Assembly and the Senate. The ruling political party was in favor 

of the bill, but the political parties that were in the opposition did not 

oppose the Bill, allowing it to pass. The political parties in the opposition 

have been vocal critics of the power held by the Pakistani Army in 

running the government, but have been key supporters of US policies 

especially militarization. Part of this opposition is the Pakistan People’s 

Party that has been held very dear by a liberal women’s rights group for 

its ‘progressive’ policies, even though its highest cadre is part of the big 

feudal families equally known for women’s rights violations. 

It is these above two sets of movements – the openly fascist popular 

movements and those supporting liberalism – that have allowed 

capitalism to retain its legitimacy, and has allowed US-backed neoliberal 

programs and projects to persist in the development sector. 

People’s Responses and Resistances

It is also important to analyze the range of left-oriented popular 

movements that have arisen demanding democracy. Examples include 

the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, and progressive demonstrations 

in India against new legislation for controlling citizenship, among others. 

Besides, there have been other issue-based movements such as against 

climate change, genetically modified organisms and other trade-related 

issues. Hundreds of thousands also protested against the Transatlantic 

Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). In similar vein have been 

struggles based on labor rights, springing from the sharp tentacles of 

deregulation policies imposed by the IMF and the World Bank, and 

implemented not only by the transnational corporations of the advanced 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 147

capitalist nations but also Chinese state-owned enterprises and other 

corporations. 

Though many progressive forces of the people have become visible 

across the globe, there has been no change in the neoliberal base of 

politics. At most, cosmetic changes are adopted with no structural 

change either at the national, regional or international level.

With the fall of the Soviet bloc, the world was made to believe that the 

forces of capitalism have won, and the vision of an equitable society was 

a fool’s errand. The disintegration of the USSR and the turncoat politics 

of China have made a major impact on socialist and communist ideology. 

But within a few decades, it has become even more clear that capitalism 

has failed human society, has failed the planet Earth itself! 

No matter how fragmented, the plethora of movements that has risen 

over the past decade is proof that the history of human development 

continues in its struggle for a just and equitable society. The question is 

how do we proceed? How would rainbow movements come together to 

form a unified front against injustice lodged in the imperialist policies of 

capitalism?

These are crucial times for movements, which are based on genuine 

democracy, people’s rights, sovereignty, and social, economic, and 

environmental justice. A critical gap lies in grasping the need for a 

unified national democratic movement under the umbrella of centralized 

political parties that encompasses the entire realm of political, economic 

and social demands by social movements. The fragmentation created 

by fighting for rights, whether they be right to food, right to decent 
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livelihood as well as identity-based politics, as mentioned above are 

now represented through a huge rainbow of movements across differing 

political ideologies. No doubt it is this fragmentation that has allowed 

capitalism (that has now entirely turned fascist) to reign supreme. It 

can be said that that the old colonial formula of ‘divide and rule’ is being 

deployed to disrupt and shatter progressive people’s movements.

Imperialist policies have no doubt helped revive socialist thinking but there 

is still a dearth of national democratic movements that are led and guided 

by political parties whose ideologies are based in people-led democratic 

systems. That is the reason that fragmented small movements who have 

an anti-imperialist vision but lack a clear political path, are neither able to 

ground themselves more firmly nor impact other movements. 

The need to bring back political organizing based on class is critical. 

A key, of course, is to develop revolutionary grassroots leadership, to 

organize the most impacted classes: farmers and labor. The neoliberal 

attack on trade unions has been diabolical and the need to organize this 

particular segment is critical to successful mass action.

It is necessary to develop a very strong cadre of political and social 

activists who can carry out the dual critical task of uniting the spread 

of movements within a unified platform, while understanding the many 

faces of imperialist forces, whether they be blatantly religious extremist 

groups or liberal voices that want to maintain the status quo. In these 

times of rabid hyper-capitalism, with artificial intelligence and digitization 

being used as high technology weapons on one hand, and the 

retrogressive forces of nationalism, racism and religious fundamentalism 

on the other, the task of a political activist to tear down these strong 
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fortresses may seem insurmountable. But history teaches us that nothing 

is insurmountable. It is through the will and unity of people that we have 

overcome many other atrocious reactionary systems. The civil rights 

movement in the US is not even 100 years old. The WTO, considered 

a grotesque pillar of the global capitalist system, has been brought to a 

standstill through the grassroots movement of the people. 

It has been through people’s rights-focused political analysis that there 

has been a concentrated effort by progressive forces to align anti-

imperialist forces together. These movements can be classified into 

various streams such as that demanding a world vision of people’s 

democracy that is based in a strong political context of redefining the 

world against imperialist neocolonial control, aided and abetted by the 

nation-states of semi-colonial semi-feudal countries. 

One such effort was the formation of the International League of People’s 

Struggles (ILPS), which defines itself as an anti-imperialist and democratic 

formation that promotes, supports and develops the anti-imperialist and 

democratic struggles of the peoples of the world against imperialism 

and all reaction. The League brings together the entire realm of people’s 

movements under one umbrella, and includes workers, farmers, fisherfolk, 

indigenous peoples, women, LGBTs, youth and children among others. 

Its key fights include national liberation, democracy, and social liberation, 

accompanied by socio-economic development and social justice. 

For progressive groups, the answers lie in the scientific investigation of 

the root causes of social and economic injustice. For them, the inquiry has 

to be carried out based on the fact that those who are violated are the 

ones who will be able to provide the most factual data on the types and 
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systems of violations as well as true leadership. It is work that requires, 

on one hand, an analytical mind, and on the other empathy with the 

suffering, the ones seeking justice. The political activists of these difficult 

times have the responsibility of being able to distill lessons from the 

concrete realities on the ground. They must be able to work collectively 

to develop a people’s power base which has the vision and ability to 

overthrow the ruling system. 

If social movements and political movements keep the masses as their 

beacon then there is no doubt that consensus and unity will emerge. To 

reiterate, political activists need to remember that they need to keep an 

equal focus on imperialist enemies and the suffering and the needs of 

the people. With such clear-sighted research used for organizing and 

mobilizing people’s movements, broad-based united movements from 

the grassroots to the international arena of people’s solidarity will be the 

power needed to defeat Imperialism!
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Abstract

Control over resources always leads to war and militarism. Competing 

imperialist powers, especially the United States and China, forge alliances 

with like-minded states so as to maintain the status quo. Repressive 

governments in Southeast Asia support such military-industrial framework 

because they themselves are gaining from it. The militaristic approach that 

repressive governments have been taking on paves the way to plunder a 

nation’s resources and its economic benefits accrue for both the government 

elites and the foreign investors. As the pillage results to resource scarcity, the 

socio-economic divide between the rich and the poor gets wider, and dissent 

grows. The same militaristic approach is also being used to curb opposition 

through the escalation of military and police operations against the people 

who assert their democratic rights.

Militarism and militaristic policies including counter-revolutionary programs 

disproportionately impact women and children. While several studies reveal 
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that men are more likely to die during conflicts, women and children 

are more impacted after the conflict is over. This paper discusses the 

impacts of militarism as experienced by women and children in several 

communities in the Philippines. It discusses a number of cases where 

threat, force, and deceit have been used to advance neoliberal agenda 

that undermines women’s access to resources and services in the first 

three years under the Duterte administration (2016 to 2019). It discusses 

impacts such as economic insecurity, health impacts including physical, 

sexual and mental, change in social roles and participation, various 

gender-based and attacks against women’s right to participation.

Introduction

Militarism persists in the Philippines as a tool of the imperialists and local 

oligarchs to continue control and resource extraction. Resource-rich areas 

in the country have experienced massive and intensified militarization 

through the years.  This has worsened the persistent crisis and further 

increased wealth inequalities. 

As poverty worsens, people’s resistance in various forms arises. 

Such resistance has systematically been answered by crafting and 

implementing militaristic policies including Oplan Kapayapaan, Joint 

Implementation Plan Kapanatagan, and Executive Order No. 70 (EO 70). 

This policy research paper aims to present how militarism, as a tool of 

resource extraction and suppression of resistance, has disproportionately 

impacted women and children in the Philippines. It covers the term of 

President Rodrigo Duterte, from 2016 to 2019. It uses case stories, 
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interviews, reports of fact-finding missions, data collation of news stories 

and reports of various women and human rights organizations to surface 

women’s collective experiences on militarism.  

Militarism as a tool for resource grab
 

In its several studies, the Center for Women’s Resources (2016) has 

documented and has analyzed the existence of militarism especially in 

Asia. In the case of the Philippines, militarism is used as a tool to continue 

imperialist control and resource extraction. 

Just like his predecessors, President Duterte follows the neoliberal 

development framework that puts a premium on foreign investments 

and big local businesses to spur growth. The United States remains a 

vital trading and investment partner with investments amounting to USD 

7.1 billion in 2017, a 12.5% increase from 2016 (Office of the United 

States Trade Representative, 2019).  US companies maintain business 

interests in the country such as Dole, Cargill Oil, etc.  The US also 

provides a significant defense aid to the Philippines. In 2018, it got USD 

281 million, where USD 77 million was earmarked for conflict, peace and 

security programs.  

But unlike his predecessors, President Duterte is bold enough to also 

ally with the arch-rivals of US such as China and Russia. In October 

2016, President Duterte had signed 13 cooperation agreements with 

China, securing financial assistance and investment pledges worth USD 

24 billion [USD 15 billion for business-to-business contracts and USD 

9 billion for official development assistance [ODA] (Katigbak, 2018). 
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Much of the country’s “Build Build Build” projects and public-private 

partnerships (PPPs) are being offered to Chinese investors. 

Consequently, the Chinese government has provided military assistance 

worth USD7.3 million, comprising around 3,000 rifles and 6 million 

pieces of ammunition (Parameswaran, 2017). The Chinese government 

has pledged to give a fresh batch of military aid to the Philippines worth 

USD 19.6 million as a gesture of closer relations between the two countries 

(Mangosing, 2019).

Military assistance both from the US and China has protected the 

business interests of these two countries in the resource-rich areas in 

the countryside. Notably, areas with existing or proposed investments 

on mining, energy or agro-plantations are often deployed with excessive 

government military troops.

For instance, Mindanao island, which has recently been under martial 

law (May 2017 – December 2019), is the country’s food basket but 12% 

of its agricultural land is occupied by agro-plantations primarily geared 

for export. Dole, a multinational corporation, has pineapple plantations 

in at least 13,000 hectares in South Cotabato alone (Sarmiento, 2017). 

Mindanao also hosts five of the 11 infantry divisions of the Philippine 

Army, comprising at least 50 infantry battalions1 (See Table 1).

Repressing people’s resistance

In the Philippines, seven out of 10 farmer families do not have land to 

till. Land and resource grabbing in the rural and indigenous areas has 

worsened poverty and widened inequalities. This condition drives 
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Table 1
Resource-Rich and Highly Militarized Areas in Mindanao

Area Military Presence Natural Resources Notable Private Investments

CARAGA 
(Agusan del 
Norte, Agusan 
Del Sur, 
Surigao del 
Sur)

4th Infantry 
Division  (9 
battalions and 8 
service support 
units)

The region’s Andap 
Valley Complex is 
noted for its woodland,  
extensive water 
resources, and rich 
mineral deposits (iron, 
gold, silver, nickel, 
chromite, manganese, 
copper)

Benguet Mining Corporation, 
Abacus Coal Exploration and 
Development Corporation, 
Great Wall Mining and Power 
Corporation, ASK Mining 
and Exploration Corporation, 
CoalBlack Mining Corporation,

CTP Construction and Mining 
Corporation

Davao Region 10th Infantry 
Division (8 
battalions, 3 
support units, and 
1 OPCON)

Mineral resources (gold, 
copper, manganese, 
nickel); agricultural 
fruits (banana, 
pineapples); wildlife 
sanctuary, various flora 
and fauna

Dole and Del Monte 
plantations, Sumifru, 
Lapanday, TADECO, 
Marsman,

Apex Mining, Davao 
Hydroelectric Power Project of 
the San Lorenzo Ruiz Builders 
and Developers Group, Inc., 
Darong Solar Power Project of 
the PhilNewEnergy, Inc. 

Central 
Mindanao 
(Maguindanao, 
North 
Cotabato, 
South 
Cotabato, 
Saranggani 
Sultan Kudarat, 
General 
Santos) 

6th Infantry 
Division (9 
battalions, 5 
support units, and 
2 OPCON)

Fertile agricultural 
land producing corn, 
rice, banana, mango, 
lanzones, durian, 
coffee, cacao, cotton, 
rubber; Liguasan 
marshlands noted for 
natural gas, timber, 
fishing grounds;

Minerals – copper, gold, 
silver, nickel, iron, lead, 
zinc, clay, limestone

Tampakan Mining of 
Sagittarius Mines, Dole 
plantation, Cargill Oil,

DMCI Power Corporation

ARMM 1st Infantry 
Division station 
in Pulacan, 
Labangan, 
Zamboanga del 
Sur (10 battalions, 
4 Reconnaissance 
Company, 7 
OPCON)

Agriculture and aquatic 
resources; water 
reservoir (hydroelectric 
power)

GN Power Kauswagan Ltd.Co.

Liangan Power Corp. (LPC), 
Agus III hydroelectric power 
financed by China’s Exim 
Bank, Wao Development 
Corp. (WDC), Dole pineapple 
packing corporation

Source: Center for Womens Resources



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD158

the peasants and indigenous peoples to resist the incursion of mining 

companies, agro-corporations and energy projects. In various ways, the 

people resist through organizing picket protests, barricades, petition 

signing, lobby work, among others. Many communities such as in Negros 

have also embarked on collective land tilling called bungkalan as an 

assertion of their democratic right to land and livelihood. 

For some, armed defense of their lands has been the recourse. For instance, 

the revolutionary armed movement in the Philippines led by the Communist 

Party of the Philippines-New People’s Army-National Democratic Front 

(CPP-NPA-NDFP) has maintained strong opposition to destructive large-

scale mining operations, plantations, and energy projects (Holden, 2014).

The Philippine government responds to such resistance with brute force, 

legitimized through counter-insurgency programs. Every government 

in the Philippines since the colonial period has its own program for 

countering the Filipino peoples’ resistance. 

Counterinsurgency Under Duterte’s Watch

The Duterte administration puts peace and order at the top of its 

development priorities. In its Zero-to-10 Point Socioeconomic Agenda, it 

states that fighting criminality, corruption, and smuggling is the bedrock 

that needs to be addressed to achieve development.  To concretize this, 

along with the Philippine Development Plan and Philippine Investment 

Plan 2017-2022 is the National Security Policy (NSP) 2017-2022. 

The NSP contains the Development Support and Security Plan 

(DSSP) Kapayapaan, which “adopts the Development-Governance-
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Security Framework as its Strategic Approach, fully understanding 

the interdependent relationship and the intertwined linkages among 

development, governance and security issues (Armed Forces of the 

Philippines, 2017).” The DSSP Kapayapaan is characterized by increasing 

military presence in the countryside, especially in communities where big 

local and foreign businesses operate. 

In October 2017, months after launching the DSSP Kapayapaan, the 

Philippine National Police (PNP) and the Armed Forces of the Philippines 

(AFP) created the Inter-Agency Committee on Legal Action (IACOLA) 

with the objective “to strengthen the intelligence gathering and 

cooperation, investigation, prosecution, and monitoring of cases against 

threat groups”. Since then, IACOLA has been leading the legal offensive 

against political dissenters. 

In 2018, the military and police have released their Joint Campaign Plan 

Kapanatagan 2018-2022, as an additional coordinating plan of the military 

and police. An important feature of Oplan Kapanatagan includes the 

combined efforts of PNP and AFP in combat operations against insurgents 

and other serious threats to national security, and in law enforcement 

operations against Criminal Syndicates and Private Armed Groups. 

While the peace and security plan supposedly aim to suppress armed 

revolutionary and liberation movements, in practice, it targets civilians, 

human rights defenders, development workers, and peace advocates. 

For example, in Mindanao, peasant and indigenous communities are 

heavily attacked when they resist the incursion of mining companies and 

agro-corporations. Massive rights violations have been recorded in areas 

with military presence. 
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In the 2007 Mission Report, Philip Alston (2007), the UN Special 

Rapporteur (UN SR) on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, 

stated that:

“Counter-insurgency strategy and recent changes in the priorities 

of the criminal justice system are of special importance to 

understanding why the killings continue. Many in the Government 

have concluded that numerous civil society organizations are 

“fronts” for the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) and its 

armed group, the New People’s Army (NPA). One response has 

been counter-insurgency operations that result in the extrajudicial 

execution of leftist activists.”

Despite the UN SR recommendation in 2007 to “take concrete steps 

to put an end to those aspects of counterinsurgency operations which 

have led to the targeting and execution of many individuals working with 

civil society organizations,” the Philippine government has continued 

its counterinsurgency program that targets activists and members of 

people’s organizations. 

To further intensify militarization and crackdown against activists, 

President Duterte has signed EO 70 that institutionalizes the “whole-of-

nation approach” for its goal to attain “inclusive and sustainable peace.”  It 

has created the National Task Force to End the Local Communist Armed 

Conflict (NTF-ELCAC) and has directed the adoption of a framework that 

seeks to mobilize government departments and agencies, including local 

government units to cooperate and implement the order. 

The “whole-of-nation approach” is practically copied from the US 

Counterinsurgency Guide (January 2009), which states that the most 
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successful counterinsurgency campaigns “have achieved this unity of 

effort through unified authority” – referring to “civil-military integration” 

as both strategic and tactical. 

Counterinsurgency programs that target activists result to thousands 

of cases of human rights violations. Oplan Bantay Laya 1 and 2 during 

the Macapagal-Arroyo administration have recorded a violation of 

civil and political rights of 1.77 million Filipinos (Karapatan, 2010). 

The Aquino administration’s Oplan Bayanihan has a file of more than 

half a million rights violations. Currently, the Duterte administration’s 

counterinsurgency program has already committed almost a million 

rights violations in just three years. 

Impacts of militarism to women and children

Militarism disproportionately impacts women and children. While entire 

communities suffer in situations of armed conflict and militarism, women 

and girls are particularly affected because of their inferior status in society. 

Violations of the human rights of women range from displacement, loss 

of home and property, poverty and family separation and disintegration, 

health impacts, psychological trauma, sexual abuse, torture to killings.  

Militarism increases women’s economic insecurity 

Military operations rob women and their families of their meager source 

of income when they are forced to leave their homes and their sources 

of livelihood. According to Karapatan, from July 2016 to June 2019, an 

estimated 450,000 have been forcibly evacuated from their communities 

due to massive militarization.  
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Table 2 

Cases of Massive Displacement Due to Militarization

Date and 
Area

Number of 
Evacuees

Details of Incident

July 2017, 
Lianga 
Surigao del 
Sur

2,512 Manobos Manobos from Diatagon village and adjacent areas 
evacuated after military operations intensified.  Most 
of those who evacuated were the same indigenous 
people who fled in September 2015 after the 
killing of three tribal leaders of the Malahutayong 
Pakigbisog Alang sa Sumusunod (Mapasu). The 
communities are situated in the Andap Valley which 
hosts vast banana plantations (Interaksyon, 2017).

September 
2018, Sitio 
Bulak, Olave, 
Buenavista 
Agusan del 
Norte

38 Higaonon 
families composed 
of 228 residents

Residents fled their community after 30 armed 
soldiers illegally searched houses for alleged 
firearms and so-called illegal documents. The 
military also accused villagers of being “NPA 
supporters”. The families were forced to take refuge 
in a covered court where they suffered from a 
lack of food and other essential needs (Karapatan, 
2018).

In Brgy. 
Hinimbangan, 
Kitcharao, 
Agusan del 
Norte, March 
14, 2017

300 individuals After hearing a loud explosion followed by an 
exchange of gunfire, the residents of Brgy. 
Hinimbangan were forced to evacuate towards the 
municipal gymnasium in the town of Kitcharao, six 
kilometers away from their community (Karapatan, 
2017).

March 16, 
Malibcong, 
Abra

at least 56 
families, including 
200 children

Residents fled when AFP’s 24th IBPA dropped at 
least 14 phosphorous bombs causing forest fires 
and damaged fields in the barangays of Lat-ey and 
Bangilo (Karapatan, 2017). 

L. Empon and 
Paco villages, 
Las Navas, 
Northern 
Samar, 
October 2019

24 families Military operations, including aerial strikes, by at 
least 140 soldiers prevented the residents from 
going to their farms for fear of being marked as 
NPA. According to the residents, the operations 
caused fear and trauma. The aerial strikes also 
caused widespread damage to the environment and 
livelihood of farmers (Umil, 2019).

September 
2017, 
Batangas

137 families Families evacuated from the villages of Cumba and 
Talahib Pandayan after the 202nd Infantry Brigade 
and 730th Combat Group of Philippine Air Force 
conducted bombings and strafing in the farming 
village. Classes were also suspended in at least 15 
schools (Salamat, 2017).

Source: Center for Women’s Resources 
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Military operations also result in the loss of properties, destruction 

of shelters, schools, religious places and other important structures in 

communities.

Living in evacuation centers without state support, women and ch 

ildren find themselves in a more impoverished condition. Economic 

insecurity places women in a more vulnerable position to become 

victims of trafficking, domestic violence, and other exploitation. Cases of 

prostitution have been documented among women evacuees. Children, 

on the other hand, are forced to stop schooling, which would further 

impede their future as adults.

Militarism increases the burden on women’s social roles. Not only does 

it tie women to their traditional role of childcare and housekeeping, but 

it also makes these chores more difficult to accomplish. Displacement 

makes it difficult for women to prepare food, fetch water, and keep the 

children clean and healthy. With the loss of properties and livelihood, 

women are the ones who look for alternative sources of living. Children 

who lost a parent in armed conflict, are forced to take care of themselves 

and their younger siblings.

Impacts on women’s health

Women’s health is impacted by war and militarism including physical 

harm, increased mortality, and morbidity. Women in rural communities 

who are left at home to tend to the needs of the family are vulnerable to 

be caught in the crossfire. As some are suspected of being rebels or rebel 

sympathizers, women experience torture and suffer physical injuries. 
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Women and children are also used as human shields during military 

operations. 

A fact-finding mission in Bukidnon in 2016 revealed the case of Makinit 

Gayoran, several months pregnant and a member of the Tigwahanon 

tribe. She was attending a wedding in Sitio Tibuwagan, Barangay 

Kawayan, San Fernando, Bukidnon when 11 elements of the 8th Infantry 

Battalion- Philippine Army (IBPA) and the paramilitary group New 

Indigenous People’s Army for Reform (NIPAR) indiscriminately fired at 

them. Makinit was carrying her 9-month old baby who also died in the 

shooting (Assistance and Cooperation for Community Resilience and 

Development, 2016). 

Women experience dangers and difficulty while fleeing from their homes. 

Women have experienced extreme fatigue from evacuating. Most of 

them travel on foot to safer grounds like evacuation centers or relatives’ 

houses.

In Marawi City, at the height of the armed conflict, evacuees walked 

for almost five hours to reach one of the biggest evacuation centers in 

Saguairan, Lanao del Sur, an 11-km away from Marawi City. “Mahigit 

limang oras yata. Gutom talaga kay nagluluto ako ng kanin nang 

magputukan. Wala kaming kain, gutom na gutom ang mga bata.” [We 

walked for more than five hours. We were so hungry. I was cooking rice 

when the gunfire started. We did not eat; the children were so hungry.] 

(Center for Women’s Resources, 2017).

Women also live under difficult conditions in evacuation sites; thus, 

physical and psychological health problems aggravate. For instance, 
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more than 84,500 of the women evacuees from Marawi City are at their 

reproductive age and 6,700 are lactating mothers (Department of Social 

Welfare and Development, 2017). The lack of sanitary facilities and 

toilets in evacuation centers or camps adds difficulty for women and girls, 

especially during their menstrual periods. It also increases the incidence 

of urinary tract infections.

Sisiti Ayman is a 7-month pregnant woman in an evacuation center in 

Toril compound, Iligan City. Sisiti is worried as she was not able to have 

a prenatal check-up because of their situation: no source of income and 

fully dependent on relief from agencies and NGOs, which in effect, she 

only receives canned goods and instant noodles for food. Her husband 

has tried to look for work, but there is still no assurance of job openings 

for evacuees from Marawi. Sisiti worries of delivering her child in the 

evacuation center (Center for Women’s Resources, 2017).

Psychological effects such as fear, anxiety, and depression are evident in 

women and children who experience trauma. As women are considered 

primary caregivers, they are expected to be responsible for the health and 

survival of their children. In addition, long-term effects can be observed 

on children who witnessed violent acts.  

Sexual abuses and gender-based violence

Rape and other sexual abuses are used as a tool of war. These heinous 

acts are used as a form of intimidation tactic against community leaders, 

as a warning to those who are considered enemies of the state, and as a 

prize for a victorious army. Militarism is also inherently misogynistic and 
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harms women. Military language helps perpetuate cultures of masculinity 

in organizations. 

A study by Morris and Burke (2004) shows that even military language 

reveals the “unabashed hatred of women” all the time.  For example, in 

the US military, despite the rules that prohibit drill instructors from using 

racial epithets and curses, recruits or trainees are still routinely called 

“pussy,” “girl,” “bitch,” “lady” and “dyke.” The same study reveals that 

everyday speech of soldiers is still riddled with sexist insults. The view 

of women as sexual prey has always been present in military culture. 

Indeed, civilian women have been seen as sexual booty for conquering 

soldiers since the beginning of human history.

Decades of militarization in the Philippines has resulted in a number 

of documented cases of sexual abuse perpetrated by active military 

personnel. Documented cases in Mindoro, Baguio, Bohol, and Quezon 

reveal soldiers initially befriending and courting women and girls who 

would later be sexually abused. Soldiers hang around in places like 

community retail stores where they get to meet women and girls who 

usually tend to these stores. Terrified and to avoid further menace, many 

women and girls are forced to socialize with the soldiers. 

Alarmingly, under the Duterte administration, sexual abuse and violation 

of women’s rights have remained rampant. President Duterte, during a 

visit at the 2nd Mechanized Infantry Brigade of the Philippine Army in 

Iligan City in May 2017, told the soldiers that they can rape women with 

impunity: “If you go down, I go down. But for this martial law and the 

consequences of martial law and the ramifications of martial law, I and 

I alone would be responsible. Trabaho lang kayo. Ako na bahala. Ako na 
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ang magpakulong (para) sa inyo,” [Just do your job, I will take care of 

the rest,] Pag naka-rape ka ng tatlo, aminin ko na akin iyon,” [If you had 

raped three, I will admit it, that’s on me.”] (Presidential Communications 

Office, 2017).

Box 1 

Cases of Sexual Abuse Perpetrated by Active Military Personnel (Center for 
Women’s Resources, 2016)

• San Isidro in Carmen, Davao Del Norte, 2009 - 10 intelligence agents 
and military officials under the 10th Infantry Division abducted, tortured, 
raped and killed Rebelyn Pitao, 20-year old daughter of New People’s 
Army Commander Ka Parago

• Pacoc of Lacub, Abra, 2010 - a soldier of the 41st IB raped a 17-year 
old girl from barangay Pacoc, Lacub Town 

• Aroroy, Masbate, 2010 - members of the 9th IB Bravo Company gang-
raped a 21-year old woman inside the 9th IB camp

• Mankayan, Benguet, 2012 - two teenagers were raped by Captain 
Danilo Lalin of the 50th Infantry Batallion of the AFP

• Tanay, Rizal, 2012 - Valeriano Masaang Jr a.k.a “Striker” an assistant of 
an officer of the 2nd Infantry Division raped a 12-year-old girl in June 
2012. 

• Palauan, Mindoro Occidental, 2013 - Three soldiers raped a 16-year-
old girl after she and her mother attended an event at a military base in 
Paluan town 

• Sitio Maluos, Kitaotao, 2014 - Private First-Class Benjie Blancada of 84th

• Infantry Division of AFP raped a 16-year old girl

• Davao City, 2015 - Three soldiers raped a 14-year-old indigenous girl. 
The victim was among some 700 Manobo villagers, who had fled to the 
Haran House due to abuses committed by soldiers and the paramilitary 
group Alamara
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President Duterte delivered it at the height of Marawi siege, causing 

fear and anxiety among women. Interviews with women evacuees in 

Saguiaran, Lanao del Sur revealed that fear of getting raped by soldiers 

forced some Marawi women to seek refuge in evacuation centers. 

According to one of the mothers, she urged her daughters to leave first 

and go to their relatives outside Marawi even if they do not want to 

evacuate (Center for Women’s Resources, 2017). 

As soldiers and police enjoy the culture of impunity, they become bold 

and blatant in abusing women, especially in rural areas.

Violation of women’s right to participation

With the intensification of militarization and the whole-of-nation approach, 

women’s right to participate in community and public affairs is increasingly 

under threat. Women human rights defenders and activists are vulnerable 

to attacks from state and paramilitary forces, since they have been red-

tagged as “fronts” of revolutionary groups and the New People’s Army.  

Since July 2016, 40 women have been killed by elements of military, 

police, and paramilitary groups. Many of them are activists, community 

organizers, and rights defenders such as Elisa Badayos, Mariam 

Acob, Violeta de Leon, Emerenciana Mercado, and Beverly Geronimo 

(Karapatan, 2019).

Elisa Badayos, a member of the human rights organization Karapatan, 

was killed in November 2017 while conducting a fact-finding mission in 

Brgy. San Ramon in Bayawan, Negros Oriental to investigate and verify 

reported human rights violations in the village (Karapatan, 2019). 
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Mariam Acob was killed by suspected government troops in September 

2018. She was a paralegal of Kawagib Moro Human Rights Alliance 

and a leader of the Moro evacuee rights group, Tindeg Bangsamoro. 

She consistently denounced aerial bombardment and encampment in 

Moro communities, notably those perpetrated by the Philippine Army 

(Karapatan, 2019). 

Violeta de Leon and Emerenciana Mercado were farmer-members of 

Alyansa ng mga Magbubukid na Nagkakaisang 3100 (ALMANA 3100). 

They were killed in a shooting spree by suspected army forces in Fort 

Magsaysay Military Reservation in Central Luzon. They were active in 

the farmers’ campaign on land cultivation called bungkalan or collective 

farming (Karapatan, 2019).

Beverly Geronimo was killed in May 2018 while going home with her 

8-year-old daughter. Beverly had been constantly threatened, coerced, 

and harassed by the soldiers encamping in their community. Beverly 

belonged to the Lumad indigenous group that staunchly opposed large-

scale mining companies such as OZ Metals and Agusan Petroleum 

(Center for Women’s Resources, 2019).

In November 2019, Honey Mae Suazo, human rights worker of Karapatan 

Southern Mindanao, was reported missing while on her way back to Davao 

City. Because of her work, Honey Mae had been under constant surveillance 

and harassment.  In April 2019, the AFP through Brigadier General Antonio 

Parlade Jr accused her of assisting an arrested rebel leader. 

As of March 2019, there are already 532 political prisoners, 209 of whom 

have been arrested under Duterte’s watch. More than 61 of them are 

women, 118 are sickly and 44 are elderly. Many of the women political 
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prisoners are community organizers, human rights and development 

workers, or women activists who are advancing women and people’s 

rights (Center for Women’s Resources, 2019). 

Box 2 

Women political prisoners (Center for Women’s Resources, 2019)

• Rowena Rosales, a former officer and organizer of the Confederation 
for Unity, Recognition and Advancement of Government Employees 
(COURAGE), was illegally arrested on August 11, 2018 while on her 
way home from the market. 

• Yolanda Diamsay Ortiz and Eulalia Ladesma, members of people’s 
organizations, Anakpwis and Gabriela, were illegally arrested in 
October 2019 while assisting disaster victims in Nueva Ecija. They 
were detained, beaten, and slapped with trumped-up criminal charges. 

• Jolita Tolino, a Lumad teacher at the Center for Lumad Advocacy, 
Networking and Services Inc. (CLANS), was arrested in February 2018 
and detained over trumped-up charges of murder and frustrated murder. 
CLANS is an indigenous community school in Kalamansig, Sultan Kudarat.  

• Cora Agovida, chairperson of GABRIELA chapter in the National Capital 
Region and a community leader of the urban poor, was arrested and 
detained in October 2019 by 15 to 20 policemen.

In 2018, the Department of Justice has released a list of more than 600 

people tagged as “terrorists” under the Human Security Act. The list has 

included known women human rights defenders including Victoria Tauli-

Corpuz [UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples], 

Elisa Tita Lubi [Karapatan National Executive Committee Member], Joan 

Carling [Indigenous Peoples Major Group for Sustainable Development 

Goals], Joanna Cariño [Cordillera People’s Alliance Advisory Council 

member], and Beverly Longid [Indigenous Peoples Movement for Self-

Determination and Liberation] (Reuqejo, 2018).



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 171

Women activists and community organizers are also threatened 

and harassed. There are documented cases where police officers or 

unidentified persons probe and ask about the work and whereabouts 

of women organizers. There is also reported surveillance on offices of 

women and people’s organizations, as well as surveillance on residences 

of known activists in communities. 

Box 3  

Cases of harassment against women’s rights activists (Center for Women’s 
Resources and Gabriela, 2019)

• In October 2019, Jen Nagrampa, chairperson of Bicolana-GABRIELA 
and a village council member, was visited by three personnel 
introducing themselves as representatives of the Department of Interior 
and Local Government. They informed her that they have a record on 
her involvement with people’s organizations and progressive partylists, 
and warned her that as a village councilor, she should abide with 
EO 70, which forbids dealing with organizations considered as anti-
government. 

• Menchie Marcellones, a women workers’ organizer of Kilusan ng 
Manggagawang Kababaihan (KMK), has been experiencing harassment 
from police since 2019. Several men who introduced themselves as 
police officers regularly visit Menchie’s home and ask her schedule 
for the day. They would also ask her to identify other members of 
GABRIELA or KMK in her community. Reportedly, police officers in 
civilian clothes have been taking pictures of her and her house.

• On December 11, 2018, posters containing the name and photo of 
Lucy Francisco, chairperson of Gabriela Panay and Guimaras, along 
with other activists, were posted around Iloilo City, tagging her as 
extortionist and terrorist. Unidentified men would also take pictures of 
her and would follow her wherever she goes. 

On October 2019, the National Task Force to End Local Communist Armed 

Conflict filed trumped-up charges against GABRIELA, Rural Missionaries 
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of the Philippines and Karapatan after the said organizations filed for a 

writ of Amparo to seek protection from the worsening attacks, terrorist-

tagging by the Philippine military and the ongoing smear campaign 

against human rights defenders. 

Despite the persecution, harassment, and vilification, women human 

rights defenders and peace advocates continue to assert their right 

to land and resources, as well as assert their right to participate in 

community and national affairs free from attacks from state forces.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The experiences of women have shown how militarism is used as a tool 

to extract resources and to suppress resistance, repeatedly violating the 

rights of women. It shows that, contrary to the “peace and development” 

objectives of a counterinsurgency program, it terrorizes communities, 

causing massive displacement, and furthering poverty when people are 

driven away from their homes and their sources of income and livelihood. 

Policy initiatives such as Oplan Kapanatagan and EO 70 become a tool to 

threaten, attack, harm, and intensify surveillance of civilians, activists and 

members of people’s organizations. 

There is a need to reverse policies and abolish legal structures that target 

activists and members of civil society and people’s organizations such 

as the Joint Implementation Plan Katatagan, EO 70, NTF-ELCAC, and 

IACOLA. The criminal justice system should focus on investigating and 
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prosecuting those who have committed grave rights abuses including 

extrajudicial political killings, disappearances, threats, and attacks. 

Steps must be taken to ensure that state forces respect and uphold human 

rights and international humanitarian law. The state must guarantee that 

people’s right to participate in public affairs, their freedom of speech, and 

all fundamental human rights of the people are respected, protected and 

promoted.

There is a need to fast track the approval of the Human Rights Defenders 

Bill (HB 0240) filed in the 18th Philippine Congress since July 2019. 

The proposal seeks to accord stronger legal protection to human rights 

defenders and grant protection to 17 freedoms, including the freedom 

from intimidation on the grounds of human rights work.

Peace and development can only be achieved by concretely addressing 

the basic issues of poverty, landlessness, inequity and inequality. 

The peace process between the Government of the Republic of the 

Philippines (GRP) and the National Democratic Front of the Philippines 

(NDFP) presents an important opportunity to address these basic 

issues. Despite repeated interruptions, the recent talks made some 

crucial agreements and it is important to continue the discussions 

on the Comprehensive Agreement on Social and Economic Reforms 

(CASER) and the Comprehensive Agreement on Political Reforms 

(CAPR). Parties to the agreement must also honor the commitments 

to the Comprehensive Agreement on Respect for Human Rights and 

International Humanitarian Law (CARHRIHL).    
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Singur - A Decade Long Heroic Battle of the 
Farmers Against State-led Land Grabbing of 
Multicropping Agricultural Land
Pooja Moitra

Institute for Motivating Self Employment

Abstract

Neoliberal economic policies of governments in underdeveloped and 

developing countries are aggravating the lack of access to poor agricultural 

households to productive resources. This is evident in West Bengal, India, 

where the Left Front Government which was in power until 2011 forcibly 

acquired over 400 hectares of fertile agricultural land. Tata Motors (an India-

based multinational corporation) utilized that land for the construction of a car 

manufacturing industry in the Singur block of Hooghly district, disrupting the 

livelihoods of more than 30,000 peasants and their families.

The brave peasants of Singur, supported by civil society at the national and 

international level, fought a decade-long battle against the eviction. From the 

very beginning, the Institute for Motivating Self Employment (IMSE) & the 

Food First International Network (FIAN)-West Bengal integrated themselves 

with the “Battle of Peasants” in Singur and played an active role in rousing 

public opinion in support of their struggle.
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On September 04, 2006 — at the initiative of IMSE, FIAN West Bengal, 

and some other international peasants and activist organizations on an 

International Fact-Finding Mission (IFFM) visited Singur. Their report 

detailed rampant violations of basic human rights as local communities 

asserted their rights to land & food in Singur. 

On August 21, 2016, Supreme Court of India issued a historic verdict 

cancelling the West Bengal government’s acquisition of land in 2006 

for the Tata Nano Car factory in Singur, ordering the government to 

instead take possession of the land and distribute it to the farmers 

within 12 weeks.

On April 30, 2017, IMSE & FIAN West Bengal organized another IFFM. 

The team congratulated the peasants and conducted an assessment of 

whether all affected people in Singur received adequate compensation, 

rehabilitation, and the restoration of their livelihoods.

The Singur movement shows the rejection by rural subalterns in West 

Bengal of the profit-based, neoliberal paradigm of governance pursued 

by the Left Front government. The Singur movement also became a 

source of inspiration for the villagers across India. From Nandigram 

(West Bengal) to Noida (Delhi), villagers resisted land grabbing in the 

name of development. Thus, the Singur movement is not just a local 

movement against development-induced displacement and other 

insecurities. It is a peoples’ uprising, which has carved a niche in the 

history of peoples’ struggle. It has set an example for other Indians and 

for the world, of how to fight against land grabbing and defend the 

rights of the poor. 
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Singur: The Granary of West Bengal

Singur is located in Hooghly district, around 45 kilometers from Kolkata. 

In the highly fertile land of Singur, 83 per cent of the land is irrigated, and 

the crop density is around 220 percent. The crops produced are mainly 

paddy rice and potato. Jute and a variety of vegetables are also produced 

in the fields.

In May 2006, the West Bengal Government decided to acquire 997 

acres (or 403.47 hectares) of fertile agricultural land in Singur, suitable 

for multi-cropping, for the construction of a car factory. 

The farmland earmarked for the ‘Tato Nano’ project stands alongside an 

arc of the Durgapur expressway near the Ratanpur crossing with NH-1. 

The six mouzas (administrative districts) whose land was covered under 

the Tata project site are:

• Gopalnagar

• Beraberi

• Bajemelia

• Khaserbheri

• Singherberi

• Joymollarberi. 

Almost 6,000 families, including many agricultural workers and marginal 

peasants, faced eviction threats and dealt with subsequent loss of land 

and livelihood because of this land acquisition (Halim, 2013).
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The TATA NANO Project

In 2000, Buddhadeb Bhattacharya succeeded Jyoti Basu as the Chief 

Minister of West Bengal. From the outset, Bhattacharya pursued an ag-

gressive industrialization agenda. His administration focused on attract-

ing private investment and generating employment through developing 

industrial parks, townships, and special economic zones (SEZs). Singur 

was the first flagship project (Das, 2016).

Tata Motors, a global automobile manufacturing company with major 

subsidiaries in India, targeted the acquisition of the Singur block in 

Hooghly District of West Bengal. Almost a thousand acres of fertile land 

were leased out at a highly subsidized rate to Tata Motors through the 

West Bengal Industrial Development Corporation, a state government 

enterprise, for the construction of a car manufacturing factory.

The land acquisition took place in accordance with the colonial Land 

Acquisition Act of 1894, as part of the larger plan of the government to 

acquire 43,775 acres of land (mostly agricultural) for industrial purposes 

(Lahiri & Ghosh, 2006).

Tata Motors vowed that they would do more than build a factory; they 

would transform Singur to a “mini-auto city.” They claimed that as many 

as 70 vendors would set up shop alongside the factory, with the project 

bringing in an investment of Rs 1,000 crore to Singur.

Initially, the plan was to make Rs 1-lakh car available in a petrol version. 

It would be a five-seater, slightly less spacious than the Tata Indica. 

The plan was to produce a million cars in four to five years (The Hindu 

Business Line, 2006).
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Singur was selected out of six sites offered as options by the West 

Bengal Government. A lucrative package of incentives — comprised of 

state subsidy, concessional power, a soft loan and tax paybacks — was 

the key factor behind it.

The agreement between Tata Motors, the West Bengal Government 

and the State industrial promotion agency, the West Bengal Industrial 

Development Corporation, provides details of the incentives offered (see 

Annex 1).

The People’s Resistance Against 
the  Industrialization of Arable Land

Singur was fertile, able to support the cultivation of paddy rice, wheat, 

jute, potatoes, and seasonal vegetables, and provided a living to around 

30,000 peasant households. Most of the lands yielded three crops 

annually, and some even four.

The State’s decision to hand over the land to Tata Motors, followed by the 

eviction of local farmers in Singur, left the farmers in a dismal situation. 

The process of land acquisition led to gross violations of a number of 

human rights.

For instance, there was no Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) obtained 

from the poor peasants whose livelihoods were directly affected. Local 

authorities were quick to turn down the decision of the Gram Sansad to 

reject the project.

The peasants were not provided with adequate compensation -- they 

received no proper economic rehabilitation or promise of employment. 
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Only a one-time compensation was offered to the small landowners, 

which was not even at par with current market prices. Moreover, the 

landless agricultural labourers and “Bargadaar” (sharecroppers) were 

not entitled to any compensation. Among those most negatively affected 

by the land grabbing were the women peasants who did not have any 

written ownership to the land and hence were not able to receive the 

compensation directly.

The people of Singur refused to accept the state’s decision and formed 

“Krishi Jami Raksha Committee” (Save Agricultural Land Committee) to 

resist the land acquisition that had endangered livelihoods of thousands. 

IMSE and FIAN West Bengal took the initiative, constituting a ‘Committee 

to Assist the Struggle of Singur Peasants Against Eviction’ comprised of 

the leading civil society actors of the state, thereby extending cooperation 

and assistance to the struggling peasants. 

As livelihoods of tillers were lost, and the meager compensation package 

offered by the government was of no use to them, the people of 

Singur persisted with their protests, alliance-building, and national and 

international campaign against land grabbing, vowing to not give an inch 

of the land to the government.

The peasant-led movement faced state repression and violence when 

police entered the villages and targeted the local leaders. Locals reported 

that the police manhandled villagers, including women, the elderly, and 

children, and arrested more than a hundred villagers on false charges. 

In one of the worst cases of human rights violations at the height of the 

protests, local goons of the ruling party raped and burnt alive the young 

activist, Tapasi Mallik in Singur, who was only 16 years old. She had 
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played an important role in mobilizing the youth of Singur in support of 

the movement (Halim, 2013).

The Singur peasants raised questions about:

a. procedural inadequacies in the acquisition attempts (hurried 

acquisition-limited compensation) (P. Banerjee, 2006; Sarkar, 2007; 

Chandra, 2008); and

b. development model-centric debates about whether the state should 

act as a facilitator for private projects (as opposed to providing 

infrastructure and/or focusing on public sector initiatives) (Banerjee 

et al., 2007).

In due course, the Singur movement started receiving broad support 

from larger CSOs and human rights organizations, including IMSE and 

FIAN West Bengal. FIAN West Bengal spearheaded the filing of Public 

Interest Litigation (PIL) on the case of the Singur peasants at the Kolkata 

High Court.

The Court of Law

Apart from organizing IFFMs to Singur, the major contribution of FIAN West 

Bengal and IMSE to the Singur people’s movement was their help in filing a PIL 

 at the Calcutta High Court. Following this, a number of other CSOs, NGOs 

and human rights organizations submitted their own PILs, which prompted 

the High Court to treat all these similar PILs as a “Group Litigation.” 

Accordingly, all these individual PILs were now treated as one. Upon losing 

 at the High Court level, a few petitioners including FIAN West Bengal 

moved to the Supreme Court, challenging the decision of the High Court.
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For instance, in January 2007, NGOs and human rights organizations 

decided to organize an International People’s Tribunal On the 

Eviction Of Peasants And Violation Of Human Rights In Singur, 

Nandigram And Other Areas In West Bengal, India, to adjudicate the 

wider issues relating to the eviction of peasants and their livelihood 

losses in Singur and other areas in West Bengal. The organizers 

 included a broad coalition of representatives from civil society and other 

sectors.

Other activities included: national-level advocacy meetings, media 

workshops, and a series of meetings with stakeholders and advocates 

at Singur, Kolkata, New Delhi, and Rome. Mr. Debrabrata Bandopadhyay 

had also filed a case under the Prevention Against Corruption Act stating 

that it was unjust for the state to give out the land contract of Singur to 

TATAs without calling a tender.

On 11th July 2006 FIAN WB sent an application under the Right to 

Information Act 2005 (RTI) to the District Collector of Hooghly. The RTI 

application was filed to retrieve information on the Singur land acquisition, 

the agreement of land transaction with Tata Motors, and the impact of 

such land acquisition on livelihoods of the peasants and other stakeholders 

in Singur. But no reply was received from the District collector’s office. This 

prompted FIAN WB to file an RTI application at the Calcutta High Court, to 

force the state to respond on Singur-related queries.

Even now, the human rights abuses in the country in general and in West 

Bengal in particular have yet to be addressed properly. Despite the fact 

that India is a state party to International Covenants on Economic, Social 

& Cultural Rights and International Covenants on Civil Political Rights, 
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translation of human rights Covenants have not, in reality, taken effect in 

the country. The Directive Principles of State policy, the guiding ethics of 

legality, has been overlooked by the federal states while imposing their own 

agenda of industrialization and such development initiatives which exclude 

poor from the very process. The implementation of progressive people’s 

programs is often constrained by the inaction of the state authorities. 

Moreover, victims of human rights violations often fail to get justice due to 

the unwillingness of the government to acknowledge a complaint, as well 

as the complex and time-consuming nature of judicial procedures.

In 2016, after ten years, the Supreme Court ruled against the state, and 

TATA Motors left Singur.

International Fact-Finding Missions

\In September 2006, an independent fact-finding team was organized 

amid reports of land-grabbing and rampant human rights violations 

in Singur. At the request of local organizations, IMSE and Singur 

Krishi Jami Suraksha Committee (Singur Agricultural Land Protection 

Committee) launched an IFFM to look into the government’s 

takeover of the land in Singur for Tata Motors. The team members 

were from a varied number of local and international organizations. 

The IFFM team personally interviewed the people of seven villages in 

Singur. The interviewees were from different strata of the society, in 

order to get a comprehensive picture of the state of affairs in the region. 

The team was able to conduct a peaceful visit and was escorted by a 

huge police contingent. They also reported that a few pro-government 

propagandists made comments favoring acquisition in some places.
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The late Biplab Halim, who was then the Executive Director of IMSE, 

led the IFFM along with Becharam Manna, Secretary of the Singur Krishi 

Jami Suraksha Committee. All public meetings arranged by the villagers 

included an address by Mr. Halim, where he expressed strong solidarity 

with the struggling people of Singur (Lahiri & Ghosh, 2006).

The report from the IFFM team (see Annex 2) would be used as a pressure 

building tool against the GOWB so that they would reconsider the land 

acquisition. The copies of the investigation report were submitted to the 

UNHRC, GOWB, the offices of Tata Motors, and CSOs.

FIAN West Bengal and IMSE were the very first CSOs which took 

up the Singur case and made it known on national and international 

platforms (including the FAO and UN HRC). The case was also 

included in a report on the right to food to the UN HRC. Apart from the 

IFFM, FIAN West Bengal and IMSE organised several rallies, meetings, 

an International Fact-Finding Mission and a public hearing in Kolkata, 

Delhi and Rome, ensuring a strong and widespread international 

campaign in support of the Singur movement. 

IMSE and FIAN West Bengal also persisted with legal battle in 

the Supreme Court of India until it gave its verdict in favour of the 

Singur people.

The decade-long struggle in Singur attained a significant victory 

when the Supreme Court on August 2016 released a ruling 

cancelling the then-Left Front Government’s land acquisition for 

Tata Motors in Singur, while directing the present Government 

 to take possession of the land and distribute it among the peasants.



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 185

After this historic judgement, IMSE and FIAN WB decided to organize yet 

another IFFM on 30th April 2017 to assess the developments that took 

place in the aftermath. The main findings of the 2017 IFFM Team are as 

follows:

• Due to the immense use of concrete material for constructing the 

factory, a vast majority of the land was rendered uncultivable. But 

under the continued efforts of the new Government, around 100 

acres of land was made cultivable, and the demarcation of plots in 

325 acres of land was completed.

• A land survey was being done using drone and GPS satellite 

mapping to get an aerial overview of the affected land, following the 

Supreme Court verdict.

• The land redistribution process was peaceful and methodological. 

The peasants whose land was forcibly acquired for Tata Motors 

got back their land along with a compensation of Rs 2.80 lakhs per 

bigha of land. Whereas, the ones who had willingly parted with 

their land also recovered it and were not required to give back the 

compensation money. No discrepancies or anomalies were reported 

in the process of redistributing the land.

• The peasants were happy with the commitment of the present 

government towards safeguarding the rights of the peasants.

• Measures are still being applied to make the recovered land cultivable 

again, a task described by locals as difficult but not impossible. 

While the quality of land has degraded largely from what it was a 

decade ago, due to the extensive usage of concrete and other factory 

infrastructure, the farmers have again started planting saplings of 

paddy and potato.
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• The government started with 30 paddy harvesting machines and 

used the SRI technique to produce more paddy with less input and 

very less water.

• Using the SRI technique, 5.6 metric tonnes of paddy is being 

cultivated per hectare of land. Now on a 300 acre of land, the 

peasants are planting paddy, on 270 acres, ‘til’ seed on 70 acres, 

corn on 25 acres and 40 acres of sesame. As many as 90 tractors 

are there in Singur for ploughing the land. The government has also 

installed 65 mini pumps for the purpose of irrigation.

Conclusions and Recommendations

• Local and international cooperation and advocacy. Among the 

most important factors in the success of the people’s movement in 

Singur was the depth of cooperation between all stakeholders and 

advocates involved in the issue. The combined effort of micro- and 

macro-level organizations at the community, national, and global 

level helped to strengthen the campaign against the state-backed 

land grabbing of Tata Motors in Singur.

• Strong and sustained people’s movement at the grassroots level. This 

was an important step towards long-term sustainability, as local people 

began resisting and organizing at the local level. These grassroots 

resistance groups were the face of the movement to international 

supporters, and being at the forefront of the struggle, they were active 

and focused throughout the ten years of the Singur ordeal. 
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• Women’s leadership and youth participation. Good community 

organizing — which led to the inclusion of women at all levels 

(including leadership positions), and to a high number of youth 

participants — was another key factor behind the success of the 

movement. For instance, even when the men were arrested in 

large numbers, the resistance persisted, driven by the leadership of 

women and the engagement of the youth sector.

• Effective interventions of support organizations. Support 

organizations played a pivotal role in strengthening the community 

organizations in Singur.  They actively provided advocacy, livelihood, 

and much-needed legal support to locals who otherwise would not 

have been able to afford the assistance. Their involvement in social 

and judicial activism in support of the Singur community increased 

the effectiveness of the movement as a whole. Crucially , these 

support organizations also amplified the calls of the Singur peasants 

at the international level, as their documentation and circulation of 

evidence-based analysis of the situation in Singur helped to build 

support for the movement. Organisations like PANA, PCFS, and 

FIAN West Bengal strongly advocated for the Singur farmers on the 

global stage, strengthening the resistance of the local community 

and pressuring the national government to recognize the rights of 

the Singur people. 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD188

References

Alan., Bryman (2011). Business research methods. Bell, Emma, 1968- (3rd ed.). 
Cambridge: Oxford University Press. ISBN 9780199583409. OCLC 746155102

Banerjee, Parthasarathi (2006) ‘West Bengal: Land acquisition and peasant 
resistance at Singur’. Economic and Political Weekly, 41(16), pp. 4718–20.

Chandra, Nirmal Kumar (2008) ‘TATA Motors in Singur: A step towards 
industrialisation or pauperisation?’. Economic and Political Weekly, 43(50), pp. 
36–51.

Ritanjan, D. (2016). The Politics of Land, Consent, and Negotiation: Revisiting 
the Development Displacement Narratives from Singur in West Bengal. South 
Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal , Land, Development and Security in 
South Asia.

Ujjaini, H. (2013). From Singur to Sompeta: People’s resistance against land 
grabbing gaining power in India. Speak Out: Communities Asserting Their Rights 
to Food Sovereignty, Page 3.

Institute for Motivating Self-Employment. (2007). International Peoples Tribunal 
Report. 

Lahiri, D.P. & Arpita, G. (2006). Our Land Their Development -A report of 
the international fact-finding mission on the forced eviction of the farming 
communities in the state of West Bengal in India. Speak Out: Communities 
Asserting Their Rights to Food Sovereignty.

Sarkar, A. (2007). Development and Displacement: The story of land acquisition 
in West Bengal’. Economic and Political Weekly, 42(16), pp. 1435–42.

The Hindu Business Line. (13 December 2006). Thehindubusinessline.com. 



Militarism, Plunder and Oppression 
of the Papuan People
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Abstract

The second period of Jokowi government facilitates the acceleration of 

investment and development based on the National Strategic Project with 

a vision for “expanding investment.” With this plan, the Papua region has 

become one of the strategic corridors for large-scale industrial development. 

While investments in the Papua regions are increasing, the people’s misery, 

land grabbing, militarization, discrimination, and violence are also on the rise. 

This qualitative research examined more how state fascism suppresses the 

aspirations of the oppressed and exploited people in Papua. The research is 

focused on the military and security policies that directly affect the situation in 

Papua, especially the impact of investment acceleration on the Papuan people 

and their right to self-determination. This research provided description of the 

conditions in Papua in relation to the militarization, land monopoly, imperialist 

interest, and suppression of the Struggle of Papuan people.



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD190

The research concluded that US imperialist domination and economic 

contestation in Asia and the Pacific region have made Papua island 

a prime target for militarization. The Indonesian government has 

implemented a military policy to tighten political and security control, 

especially in Papua in order to accelerate investment. The people’s 

suffering deepens because they are forced to toil in backward conditions 

of production and live dependent on the land-based monopoly of the 

semi-feudal system. The longstanding struggle of the Papuan people is 

punished by repressive actions. Military mobilization for political security 

in Papua is used to suppress and isolate the people’s struggles against 

class oppression, for democratic rights, and their aspiration for self-

determination. Therefore, this study asserted recommendations and 

political demands to respond the condition in Papua.

Keywords: Land Monopoly, Investment, Militarization, Plunder, Papuan 

struggle, Right to self-determination 

Introduction

Papua (West Papua) is among the most intensely militarized 

areas in the world.  From 1965 to 1996, at least 13 military 

operations were carried out in succession in Papua. 

 Military operations continued after the fall of the Soeharto regime in 

1998. Under the current Jokowi regime, some regions, like Nduga, Deiyai, 

and Sorong are still sites for military operation s. The aim is to protect 

the extractive investments of landlords and imperialists, and to force 

the integration of the Papuan people in the Indonesian state under the 

domination of US imperialists. 
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Papua (West Papua) has been divided into two provinces according to 

Indonesian legal administration: the province of Papua and the province 

of West Papua. Both provinces have the status of Special Autonomy 

based on Law No. 21 of 2001 concerning Special Autonomy in the 

Province of Papua. 

Figure 5. 
The position of Papua Province and West Papua Province

Source: abc.net.au. 2019

Papua is part of the island chain known as “equatorial emeralds” that have 

a variety of valuable natural resources ranging from copper, silver, gold, 

oil, gas, coal, nickel, uranium, and others. These natural resources are the 

target of large-scale mining and plantation companies from imperialist 

countries like the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), Canada, 

Australia, and others. The Jokowi government facilitates the acceleration 

of investment and development in the mining, plantation, food, energy, 

and infrastructure sectors based on the National Medium-Term Plan 
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2015-2019 and the National Strategic Project. This plan will continue 

in the second period of the Jokowi Government from 2019-2024 with 

a national vision for “expanding investment.” With this plan, the Papua 

region has become one of the strategic corridors for large-scale industrial 

development. 

While investments in the Papua regions are increasing, the people’s 

misery, militarization, discrimination, and violence are also on the rise. 

There is more widespread poverty, unemployment, and displacement of 

peasants, indigenous people and national minority groups whose lands 

are being stolen. The aspiration of the Papuan people for the right to 

self-determination remains unrealized as the Indonesian state tightens 

its grip on the region. 

By focusing on militarism in Indonesia, this research aims to examine more 

broadly how state fascism suppresses the aspirations of the oppressed 

and exploited people in Papua. The research is focused on the military 

and security policies that directly affect the situation in Papua, especially 

the impact of investment acceleration on the Papuan people and their 

right to self-determination.

This study used qualitative research methods. The researchers collected 

and analyzed data from various sources in the form of reports, journals, 

books, and related documents. Media news and press releases were also 

used as sources of data. Peer discussions were held to strengthen data 

analysis. The result of this study is presented in a descriptive form. The 

research output is expected to contribute to building a comprehensive 

understanding of the conditions in West Papua, as well as a basis for 

various parties in providing strategic support for the aspirations of the 

Papuan people. 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 193

Land monopoly and backwardness in Papua

The lands of Papua are fertile and have extraordinary natural wealth. 

The total area of Papua Province is 317,062 Km2 with Jayapura as the 

capital city, while the Province of West Papua is 102,955 km2 with 

Manokwari as the capital city. The total forest area of the two provinces is 

33,710,532.22 hectares, with 74.3% located in the Papua Province and 

the remaining one-fourth in West Papua Province (EcoNusa Indonesia, 

2017). The total population of Papua Province is 3,322,526 people (2018) 

while the population of the province of West Papua is 937,458 people 

(2018 projections).

The majority of Papua people is peasants. The Development 

Planning Agency of Papua (2017) estimates that 84% of indigenous 

Papuans live around the forest areas. The mode of production of 

indigenous Papuans consists mainly of collecting forest products 

and hunting in forests, marshland, rivers, and seas. Papuan people 

subsist on tuber plants like soybeans, sweet potatoes, yams, and 

sago. Sweet potatoes are a staple crop grown for family consumption 

(subsistence) with simple technology and swidden farms. 

 Generally, land ownership is communally held by clans (marga or keret) 

represented by their tribal heads. Tribes protect the clans inside. 

The communities of Muyu, Genyem, and Arso, who live in foothills and the 

low valleys, plant sago as their main source of livelihood supplemented 

by hunting and breeding activities. The people who live in the marshland 

area, like the communities of Asmat, Mimika, and Waropen, collect 

sago as their main source of livelihood supplemented by fishing. The 

community of Dani and Me, who live in the plateau, work by farming 
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supplemented by breeding pigs. The communities who live in coastal, 

river estuaries, and islands, like the people of Biak, Wandamen, Moi, and 

Raja Ampat Islands, catch fish as their prime livelihood besides hunting 

and breeding (Mansoben, 2004). 

Land grabbing has been widespread since the issuance of Law 1/1967 

concerning Foreign Capital Investment, two years before the 1969 

Determination of People’s Opinion (Pepera).  Kusumaryati (2018) reports 

that Freeport Mc-Moran Copper and Gold Inc.’s first contract of work in 

Papua had taken 101,171 hectares of land from the Papuan people. This 

area increased 30 times under the second contract in 1991 and 1994 

with a total concession area of 3,642,171 hectares. 

By 2007, an estimated 14 million hectares of Papua’s forests had been 

extracted by timber companies through logging (HPH) or converted 

to tree plantations (HTI). This area is equivalent to one-third of the 

total land of Papua. According to the 2016 report of Yayasan Pusaka, 

foreign monopoly capital controlled 9,110,793 hectares or 22 percent 

of the total area of Papua (Papua and West Papua) through mining 

concessions, including territorial waters such as Bintuni Bay in West 

Papua Province where a British Petroleum mine is located. As of 2017, 

oil palm plantations in Papua are estimated to cover around 1,015,609.2 

hectares or 15 times bigger than the land area of Jakarta. 

Hundreds of corporate plantations extract huge profits from the land in 

Papua, such as: 

1. Medco Group (Arifin Panigoro) which owns 18,000 hectares 

of palm plantation in Manokwari and 259,000 hectares of 

tree plantation in Merauke. This company is trying to get an 
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additional 1 million hectares of land for palm plantation, pulp, 

paper, and biofuels.

2. Kayu Lapis Indonesia (KLI) Group (Agus Sutanto) which owns 

142,000 hectares of palm plantation and 333,000 hectares of 

logging concession (HPH) in Sorong.

3. Sinar Mas Group-Golden Agri Resources/GAR (Widjaja family) 

which owns 52,000 hectares of palm plantation in Yapsi district, 

Jayapura since 1994. They are trying to get an additional million 

hectares of land in Boven Digul, Mappi, Merauke, Sarmi, and 

Jayapura. 

4. Rajawali Group owned by Peter Sondakh, the fifth richest person 

in Indonesia, which has a palm plantation permit covering 

26,000 hectares in East Arso, Keerom Regency. 

Apart from these vast mining and plantation areas taken by large 

corporations, the Indonesian State also takes over huge swathes of land 

which it classifies as national parks, forests protected areas and various 

conservation programs. The 2.4 million-hectare Lorentz National Park in 

Papua province is the biggest national park in all of South East Asia. 

In the Jokowi era, large scale investment is accelerating and expanding 

in the Papua region as a “Center for Development of Food, Fisheries, 

Energy, and National Mining.” The Papua region is focused on five 

main economic activities, namely agriculture, copper, nickel, oil and gas, 

and fisheries. The military is involved as the instrument for investment 

protection in the implementation of the National Strategic Program.

Furthermore, the government of Jokowi continues to sustain the 

backward agricultural system under the guise of Agrarian Reform and 
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Social Forestry (Reforma Agraria dan Perhutanan Sosial/RAPS) in 

Papua. This World Bank-supported program strengthens the control of 

the big landlords and drives out national minority groups or indigenous 

people. It forced the tribes to accept the implementation of the Land 

Object of Agrarian Reform (TORA) under which land was seized without 

compensation during the Soeharto regime for the transmigration 

program. They were forced to sign a land release letter, under threat of 

being shot by the army.

That program deliberately pitted the indigenous people against the trans-

migrants during the Soeharto fascist regime. Now the trans-migrants are 

worried that the lands they are managing will be returned to the previous 

owners under the agrarian reform program of Jokowi. This is happening 

in Yapsi, Jayapura Regency, and East Arso, Keerom Regency, Papua 

Province according to Faryadi and Elizabeth (2018).

This shows that the program of Agrarian Reform and Social Forestry 

(RAPS) facilitates the entry of finance capital in the form of investment 

and requires security guarantee through military operations. Meanwhile 

the people continue to be oppressed, humiliated, and forced to live in 

poverty and economic backwardness.

The development programs promoted by the Indonesian government 

do not support the advancement of the mode of production and 

livelihood of the Papuan people. Rather, the backwardness in production 

is perpetuated and millions of peasants are dragged into dependence 

on a semi-feudal mode of production. The expansion of large-scale 

plantations has converted most of the people to become landless 

farmworkers (buruh tani) and created dependence on the consumption 
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of commercial food. This has led to an increase in hunger and malnutrition 

in large plantation areas such as the MIFEE. While investments crowd in, 

poverty and unemployment have even increased, making Papua one of 

the regions with the highest poverty rates in Indonesia. 

Militarization

Law 34/2004 of the Indonesian National Armed Forces (Tentara Nasional 

Indonesia/TNI) stipulates that the Indonesian Army can implement Military 

Operations Other than War (Operasi Militer Selain Perang / OMSP) to 

overcome armed separatist movements, armed rebellions, acts of terrorism, 

secure border areas, assist the police in maintaining security, secure strategic 

national vital objects (OVNI), and assist government tasks in an area. 

In Papua, the Indonesian army conducts three kinds of military operations, 

namely Border Security Operation (Pamtas), Safeguard Operation for 

Vulnerable Areas (Pamrahwan), and National Vital Object Security 

Operation (Pamobvitnas). 

According to Santoso (2017), the Indonesian Army is greatly benefitted 

by the geographical character of Papua to train and maintain their 

technical capabilities in security operations (border security), hence, 

there is a periodic rotation of troops every 11 months.  Mengko (2015), 

however, notes that it is difficult to ensure the professionalism of the 

Indonesian Army in OMSP because the development orientation in 

Indonesia prioritizes investments rather than people.

For example, Abrash (2001) notes that Freeport’s mine in Timika is 

considered a “National Vital Object” or OVNI. As such they get maximum 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD198

security protection from the military and police of Indonesia. Freeport’s 

financial records from the 1990s indicate that the company has spent 

more than USD 9 million on the Indonesian police and army, including 

payments for ammunition storage facilities, military headquarters, 

security guard housing, and recreation. 

On the other hand, based on the company’s 1967 contract with 

the Indonesian government, Freeport MacMoran is not obligated to 

compensate the Amungme and Kamoro Tribes for the loss of their hunting 

areas. Approximately 70% of these tribes lived below the poverty line 

(tirto.id, 2017). Around 125 people of the Amungme and Kamoro have 

been killed in their struggle against the PT Freeport since the 1970s. 

Ironically, only five percent of Freeport’s Papuan employees come from 

the Amungme and Kamoro tribes and only one percent at the managerial 

level; the rest are laborers. 

Another notorious example is the Merauke Integrated Food and Energy 

Estate (MIFEE) in West Papua Province, a national food and energy project 

that covers an area of 1,553,492 hectares (as of 2013). The project 

expanded the land monopoly of 36 foreign and domestic corporations 

for investments in palm oil, sugar cane, and timber plantation. Local 

communities were forced by these companies and the military to accept 

the transfer of their land rights; otherwise they would be treated as 

members of the separatist Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM).

The Indonesian Army was also deployed for the construction of the 

4,235 km. Trans-Papua road. Solih (2017) explained that the soldiers 

opened the roads in the forested mountain zones and isolated areas. 

A total of 394 Zeni army personnel (the army corps of engineers) were 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD 199

deployed from several detachments - Denzipur-X, Yonzipur-XVIII, and 

Yonzikon-XIV.

The Indonesian government claimed that the project was meant to 

support access for investments in Papua. However, it was also meant to 

enable the suppression of the Papuan armed struggle spread across the 

various mountainous regions of the Papua Province. 

Today, a military outpost is positioned every five kilometers along the 

700-kilometer road between Merauke and Boven Digoel. Aside from 

being part of efforts to secure territory, their construction is also part of 

the effort to terrorize the people who have been struggling to keep their 

land and who have been demanding their rights (Yadupa, 2019).

Supriatma (2013) estimates that the security forces in Papua (Province 

of Papua and West Papua) is around 37,070 personnel comprised of 

22,220 military troops and 14,584 police. Meanwhile, the population 

of Papua is 2,851,999 and West Papua is 760,855 (Population census 

2010). Thus, there is one police/army personnel for every 97 residents, 

much higher than the national ratio which is only 1:296. This confirms 

that Papua is the most militarized region in Indonesia. This ratio has 

certainly increased due to military operations in Nduga Regency since 

December 2018. 

On 18 December 2016, President Jokowi inaugurated the formation 

of the Military Command XVIII/Kasuari and West Papua Regional 

Police. Thus, there are two Military Regional Commands (KODAM) to 

strengthen security control over the Papua region, namely Kodam XVII/

Kasuari based in Manokwari, West Papua Province and Kodam XVII/

Cendrawasih in Jayapura, Papua Province. There are now 700 troops in 
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Manokwari, West Papua due to the formation of 57 new Military Rayon 

Commands (KORAMIL) spread over 12 District Commands (KODIM). 

On 27 September 2019, the government inaugurated the establishment 

of three Joint Territorial Defense Commands (Komando Gabungan 

Wilayah Pertahanan/Kogabwilhan) based on the Presidential Decree 

27/2019. The third Kogabwilhan covers the area of Maluku, North 

Maluku, and Papua. On 6 October 2019, coinciding with the 74th Army 

Anniversary, President Jokowi announced the inauguration of four 

military bases, two of them located in Biak and Merauke, Papua Province.  

Imperialist interests in Papua

The situation in Papua cannot be separated from the contestation among 

imperialists to develop their investments and military interests in the Asia 

Pacific region.

US Vice President, Mike Pence, announced an agreement with Australia 

on November 2019 to build a sea base in Papua New Guinea. The US 

also cooperated with the Lombrum Naval Base of Papua New Guinea. 

This was billed as a “movement” to neutralize the influence of China that 

wants to build military facilities in Blackrock Island (Fiji), Manus (Papua 

New Guinea) or Vanuatu.

Although these bases are not located in West Papua, they reinforce US 

military presence in Papua and the Pacific region more generally. The 

US implemented its “Pivot to Asia” to strengthen its domination over the 

region as well as to counter the military forces of China and Russia in Asia 
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and the Pacific region, as well as Sino-Russian led economic and security 

alliance, the Shanghai Co-operation Organization (SCO) since 2001. 

It is commonly known that the US fully supports the integration of West 

Papua in the Indonesian territory through the “Determination of People’s 

Opinion” (Penentuan Pendapat Rakyat / Pepera) in 1969. US interests 

include securing the exploitation of gold, silver, and copper mines by US 

multinational corporations such as Freeport Mc-Moran Copper and Gold 

Inc. (FCX) which has a concession area totaling 3,642,171 hectares on 

Mount Grasberg through its (Contract of Work II, 1994). The US mining 

giant has the biggest gold and copper deposits in the world.  

This interest is a fundamental reason for the increase of US assistance to 

the Indonesian military. According to the report of Global Witness, “Paying 

for Protection” (2005), Freeport spent USD 4.7 million in 2001 and USD 

5.6 million in 2002 for “security costs” of the Indonesian police and military. 

In 2013-2017, Indonesia was ranked the 10th biggest military weapons 

importer in the world (Sipri, 2018). With a total of 395,500 active 

personnel, Indonesia is ranked number 14th military power in the world 

in terms of total personnel (Worldatlas, 2017). 

In 2019, the Ministry of Defense proposed a multi-billion-dollar 

investment plan consisting of combat aircraft, transport aircraft, tanks, 

air defense systems, and surface combatants to support the 2020-2024 

phase of its Minimum Essential Force (MEF) program. 

This trend is in line with the “US-Indonesia Comprehensive Partnership 

Agreement”. US assistance to the Indonesian military has increased 
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sharply since the agreement was signed in 2010. US Foreign Military 

Sales Agreements (FMS) with Indonesia rose from USD 14 million in 2006 

to around USD 40 million in 2011. Then, it increased sharply in 2012 

to more than USD 700 million. US assistance through the International 

Military Education and Training (IMET) Program also rose steeply from 

USD 721,000 in 2005 to USD 2 million in 2012.

Based on the State Revenue and Expenditure Budget (APBN) 2020, 

the largest budget ceiling is dedicated to the Ministry of Defense at 

131.2 trillion rupiah (USD 9.2 billion). This budget is significantly larger 

compared to the 2019 budget of 109.6 trillion rupiah (USD 7.7 billion). 

Meanwhile, the 2020 budget for the National Police of the Republic of 

Indonesia (Polri) is the third biggest budget allocation at 104.7 trillion 

rupiah (USD 7.3 billion), up by around 10.4 trillion rupiah (USD 726.8 

million) compared to the 2019 budget. Therefore, Indonesia’s total 

defense and security budget for 2020 is 235.9 trillion rupiah (USD 16.5 

billion). This amount is bigger than the total combined social services 

budget of 198.7 trillion-rupiah (USD 13.9 billion) for five ministries: 

social, health, research and higher education, and education and culture. 

Indonesia’s military and police budgets are used to support the increase 

of military mobilization and security reinforcement in the Papua region, 

particularly for facilities in remote areas, like a military base in Sorong, Papua. 

Suppression of the Struggle of Papuan People

The Papuan people keep strengthening and expanding the struggle 

for democratic rights, including their right to self-determination. This is 
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the genuine aspiration of the exploited and oppressed classes; laborers, 

peasants, fishermen, little and middle bourgeoisie, national minority 

groups or indigenous people in Papua.

The right to self-determination must be respected and upheld as part 

of realizing universal peace. The International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ECOSOC) both state in Article 1, Point 1 that:

“All peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of that 

right, they freely determine their political status and freely pursue 

their economic, social and cultural development”

Under the Jokowi regime, fascist action in Indonesia is increasing through 

military mobilization, dissolution of democratic action, and tightening 

security controls in Papua and various regions that raise the aspiration 

and assert the right to self-determination for Papuan people. 

The forced dissolution of the Papuan students’ actions in Malang city (5 

August 2019) and the attack launched against the Papuan students in 

Surabaya (16 August 2019) demonstrated the reactionary, repressive, 

and discriminatory response of the Indonesian government against 

expressions of students and Papuan people for the right to self-

determination. But the Papuan people and peoples’ movements in many 

regions in Indonesia resisted this with more militant actions. 

Responding to the situation, police and military were deployed on a 

massive scale. Within 10 days (21-30 August 2019), approximately 

2,529 military and police personnel were mobilized to Papua. This 

effort was followed by brutal actions, including cutting off power, 
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telecommunications, and the internet as well as imposing a news 

blackout about the real conditions in Papua. In other regions, military 

and police conducted tighter supervision of gatherings, discussions, and 

expressions of opinions related to the Papua issue.

As a result of the August 2019 military operations in Nduga, 182 people 

died (69 men, 21 women, 20 boys, and 21 girls) and 37,000 people were 

internally displaced (Tempo, 2019). In the following month (September 

2019), the mobilization of military and police in Wamena, Papua province, 

led to 23 deaths and thousands of people were forced to evacuate.

Overall, the deployment of military force and the tightening of security 

in Papua did not secure the living conditions of the people. The people 

of Papua have become even more vulnerable to human rights violations, 

turmoil, murder, intimidation, and criminalization, especially those who 

voice their democratic aspirations. Within only 6 months in 2019, 57 

Papuan activists in 7 towns were arrested and slapped with charges of 

treason (Merdeka, 2020).

Therefore, defense and security control can be seen as an intensive effort 

to silence people’s movements in Papua that are rising and spreading 

to oppose land grabbing, demanding better livelihoods, and asserting 

democratic rights, including the right to self-determination. 

However, the struggle of the Papuan people cannot be defeated by 

repression. It is even gaining more support from people’s movements 

nationally and internationally. This solidarity for the struggle of the 

oppressed and exploited classes in Papua and various regions in 

Indonesia. Monopoly and land grabbing, violence, and the suppression 

of people’s democratic rights are the basis to unite and support the 
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struggles of labor, peasants, national minority groups or indigenous 

people, women, and youth-students.

Conclusion

US imperialist domination and economic contestation in Asia and the 

Pacific region have made Papua island a prime target for militarization. 

The Indonesian government has implemented a military policy to tighten 

political and security control, especially in Papua. This policy is supported 

with increasing defense and security budgets, and policies for military 

deployment in order to accelerate investment and strengthen Indonesian 

political control in Papua under the domination of US imperialism.

This demonstrates how fascism exists and thrives well in semi-colonial 

and semi-feudal countries like Indonesia. For landlords and imperialists, 

especially the US monopoly capitalists, the rise of fascism through 

intensive military mobilization is an important instrument to be supported 

to ensure that the State can protect their economic interest to overcome 

the global economic crisis. 

In the context of Papua, land grabbing and monopoly control over land 

and natural resources increase poverty, displacement and violence 

against the Papuan people. Moreover, the people’s suffering deepens 

because they are forced to toil in backward conditions of production and 

live dependent on the land-based monopoly of the semi-feudal system. 

The longstanding struggle of the Papuan people is punished by repressive 

actions on the part of the Indonesian government. Military mobilization 

for political security in Papua is used to suppress and isolate the people’s 
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struggles against class oppression, for democratic rights, and their 

aspiration for self-determination. This condition is not only suffered by 

the Papuan People but by the majority of people in Indonesia. 

Therefore, this study recommends that the Indonesian government 

immediately stop land grabbing that accompany various investment and 

development schemes, especially under the National Strategic Project in 

Papua. We also call for an immediate stop to various military operations 

and military mobilizations, violence, and criminalization of the people in 

Papua. The Government of Indonesia and various parties must respect 

and protect the right to freedom of expression and opinion, as well as the 

aspirations of the people in Papua and various other regions in Indonesia.  

The democratic rights of peasants, laborers, national minority groups, 

women, youth and students must be respected.

Further, we should assist efforts to link and unite the struggle of people 

in Papua with oppressed people all over Indonesia. Support must be 

given to strengthening the development of genuine peoples’ movements 

through trade unions, organizations of peasants, national minority group/

indigenous people, women and youth-students along the line of anti-

feudal and anti-imperialist struggle to realize genuine agrarian reform 

and national industrialization; strengthen international solidarity to 

support the struggle for the democratic rights of the Papuan people; and 

uphold the people’s genuine aspiration for self-determination. 
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Resistance against US Bases: The People of 
Okinawa’s Struggle for Genuine Peace
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Abstract

The people of Okinawa have long suffered under Japanese and US imperialism. 

Their ordeal persists despite valiant and multiple attempts by the people 

to utilize constitutionally guaranteed democratic and legal mechanisms to 

assert their rights. After decades of mass mobilization, the people of Okinawa 

have not conceded, employing creative grassroots tactics for resistance 

consecutively. This piece aims to introduce the history of mobilization in 

Okinawa, presents case studies of some of the most recent grassroots 

resistance against the expansion of US Bases. The article also highlights 

the innovative tactics employed in this resistance including environmentalist 

discourse, defense of livelihoods and the commons, and civil disobedience in 

the form transport disruption.

Key words: Okinawa, US Bases, Henoko, Reclamation, Futenma, Camp Schwab
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Okinawa at the Frontline of 
Japanese and US Imperialism

Okinawa is the smallest of the five major islands that make up the 

Japanese archipelago located between the Japanese mainland and 

Taiwan. In July 2016, the Japanese government sent hundreds of riot 

squads from all over the country to a tiny district of Takae in Okinawa 

with about 160 residents. Located in the northern part of Okinawa 

Island, Takae is an area with rich natural forest and biodiversity but is also 

an epicenter of popular protest against US bases on the island. Okinawa, 

the most southern island prefecture of Japan has historically been the 

target of discrimination and has suffered the brunt of militarism in Japan. 

This has continued despite the continuous opposition of the majority of 

its 1.2 million residents. It is here that we see democracy at odds with 

militarism and imperialism.

Until it was formally annexed to Japan in 1872, Okinawa was a nation of 

its own under the Ryukyu Kingdom. It had its own rich cultural heritage 

and had political relations with Japan, China and the Indigenous Peoples 

of Taiwan. However, since it has been annexed into Japan, it has been 

sacrificed as the frontlines of defense for Japan.

During World War II, it hosted some of the key Japanese military bases 

and was the only prefecture to be physically invaded by the allied forces; 

more specifically the US. Therefore, it was the only place in Japan that 

became a battleground.

In the post-war era, Okinawa was considered a territory of the US until it 

was ‘returned’ to Japan in 1972, and even after its formal ‘return’ to Japan, 
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approximately 10% of its landmass still hosts US bases. For the US, Okinawa 

is a strategically important location. It is the closest location to China for US 

military bases and, along with US bases in Guam and the Philippines, it 

is a key factor in imposing US hegemony over Asia. For the mainlanders 

of Japan, it is far enough and exotic enough from their daily lives that their 

suffering becomes invisible. As they say ‘out of sight, out of mind’. 

Due to this reason, Okinawa to this day hosts roughly 74% of US bases 

in Japan (Japan Ministry of Defense, 2015); this while Okinawa has only 

0.6% of Japan’s landmass. But who owns these lands? Who is allowing 

the US soldiers and facilities to occupy this island for over 70 years? 

Technically, the land that is occupied by US bases in Okinawa still belongs 

to civilian landowners in Okinawa. It is, in fact, not public land. The land 

is merely leased to the Japanese Government by its owners while the 

Japanese Government, in turn, leased it to the US for military purposes. 

This lease agreement is extremely problematic. While some landowners 

have agreed to the lease, there are currently over three thousand 

landowners who are against leasing their land for US military bases 

(Wilkinson, 1997). The tradition, however, was that either the elected 

chief of their township (e.g. the town mayor) or the Governor of Okinawa 

Prefecture would sign the lease agreement on behalf of the landowners. 

This was supposed to preserve the democratic sovereign rights of the 

people of Okinawa. But this system was put in place by the Japanese 

government to make sure a minority of oppositional landowners cannot 

jeopardize the land lease with the US, essentially forcing the lease even 

on landowners who were not in favor of converting their land to US 

military use, and assuring the US of its continued military presence in the 
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region even after ‘returning’ Okinawa to Japan in 1972. This was how 

things were running until 1995. 

The Lease Rejection Movement Against US Bases

The tipping point came after the abduction and rape of a 12-year-old girl 

by three US servicemen in 1995. Since Okinawa has been occupied by 

imperial forces both Japanese and American from the 1800s, there have 

been multiple cases of rape and murder by the soldiers of the imperialist 

forces. Each time such an event took place, the people of Okinawa would 

be enraged and mount large protests. However, things have escalated 

under the US occupation and the succeeding encampment of US troops. 

One reason for this was this was the legal immunity that the US servicemen 

enjoyed under the US-Japan Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA). Under 

SOFA, US service members who are suspected of committing a crime 

but are not captured outside of a US base by Japanese authorities, do 

not have to be handed over to Japanese authorities unless the member 

is formally indicted. Since this does not allow Japanese authorities 

to interrogate the US service personnel in question, many cases have 

not been indicted due to a lack of evidence. This is partly because the 

Japanese criminal justice system almost always requires confession 

before indictment.

In the 1995 rape case, the three servicemen were in the end indicted, 

convicted, and served time in a Japanese prison. However, it was not 

until the indictment took place that the US handed over the three men. 

Prior to indictment, the police had an arrest warrant but were not allowed 

to arrest the suspects. The Okinawa Prefectural Congress, the Okinawa 

City Congress, Ginowan City Congress, and many other local government 
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bodies that hosted US bases published formal complaints to the US 

Military but none of these changed the situation of this particular case. 

In October of 1995, a total of 85,000 residents of Okinawa including 

Governor Ota Masahide attended a rally in protest. As such, while this 

incident was not an isolated case but rather the continuation of a history 

of violence against women as noted above, it became a symbolic case for 

the people’s opposition to the US bases (Jiji, 2010). 

In reaction to this public outrage, Governor Ota announced that he will 

not sign the agreement to renew the land lease. This came as a shock to 

Tokyo. A lease agreement concerning a tract of land owned by anti-base 

activist Shoichi Chibana was to expire by April 1996, and considering 

the length of any other proceedings that would allow the Japanese 

government to seize that property, the Government faced the prospect 

of becoming an illegal occupant. Despite multiple efforts to change 

Ota’s decision, Tokyo was unable to appease either Ota or the people 

of Okinawa, and the Japanese government officially became an illegal 

occupant on April 1st, 1996.  

Furthermore, the government faced a whole slew of leases expiring in 

May 1997. This included lands held by approximately 3,000 anti-base 

landowners. Ota maintained his no-sign policy and refused to sign the 

lease agreement despite requests by Prime Minister Murayama. Due to 

this strong opposition, Murayama obtained the legal consent from the 

Supreme Court and published an executive order requiring Ota to sign 

the agreement. Yet, Ota still refused to sign.

After Murayama resigned as Prime Minister, the succeeding 

administrations then made bargains with Ota by offering a “reduction 
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plan” of the bases. Though this involved finding alternative sites for 

the US Bases, the plan did satisfy Ota and he ended up signing the 

agreement in September 1996.

But this wasn’t the end of this debacle. The government still needed 

confirmation by a prefectural land use committee to administer the lease 

agreement. However, the committee proceedings usually took over a 

year to complete, and there was no guarantee that the committee will go 

along with the Governor’s decision. In fact, the committee had decided to 

decline the lease agreement in March; effectively extending the illegality 

of the US bases being located on a non-consenting landowner’s property.

In the face of this difficult situation, the government decided simply to 

change the law, since Okinawa was unwilling to follow their orders. A 

proposal was put forward by the conservative Liberal Democratic Party 

which essentially made the land use committee superfluous. It did not 

abolish the committee but, by reducing the powers of the committee to 

a “consultative” body, made it a place of token democracy. The people 

continue to appoint committee members who are opposed to the bases 

through democratic processes but are not able to stop the lease from 

going forward. Ever since, Okinawan land continues to be leased to the 

Japanese government and ultimately to US bases, contravening the will 

of the landowners and the people of Okinawa. 

The Battle Against Relocation

This brings the anti-base opposition battle to the next stage. Fulfilling 

the promise made to Ota, both the Japanese and the US government 
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have jointly searched alternative relocation places for some key US bases 

located in urban centers of Okinawa. This process brought about the 

plans for two controversial construction projects. 

As a condition to relocate the Futenma Air Base in Ginowan City, one of 

the US and Japanese proposals was to construct a new base in Henoko 

Bay in Nago City. Nago is much less populated compared to Ginowan, 

and hence, would have less of an impact on the daily lives of most 

Okinawans. However, the Nago residents voted against the bases in a 

non-binding referendum in Dec. 1997.  Moreover, the rest of Okinawa 

stood with them by repeatedly electing gubernatorial candidates who 

were upright against any relocation of US bases within Okinawa. 

Due to this massive prefecture-wide protest against US bases within 

Okinawa, relocation plans for Guam was put on the table. But in 2013, 

the decision reverted to Henoko Bay. 

Then Okinawa governor Hirokazu Nakaima was originally against the 

Henoko Relocation Plan. But after considering the dire fiscal status 

of Okinawa, he accepted a 346 billion yen aid package from Tokyo 

 and approved the initial landfilling of Henoko Bay that would be 

necessary to build the runway needed for the base in December of 2013.

Immediately, over 2,000 protestors stormed the prefectural administration 

building, 1,000 of them forced their way inside and staged a sit-in to 

protest Nakaima’s decision. The parliament also voted 24-21 for a 

resolution that called for Nakaima’s resignation (Manichi Shimbun, 2014). 

Meanwhile, Nago had its mayoral election in 2014. The incumbent 

Susumu Inamine was completely against the landfilling of Henoko Bay 
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but his opponent, vice-mayor Bunshin Suematsu, called it a realistic plan 

that would “significantly reduce the dangers posed by Futenma” for the 

comrades in Ginowan. Inamine won this election and vowed to stop any 

landfill that would take place within his jurisdiction. 

Later in the year, Takeshi Onaga won the gubernatorial election that took 

place after Nakaima’s resignation by running on an anti-bases platform. 

Hence, after the relocation plan had been announced, the Okinawan 

people voted against the bases in local elections, gubernatorial elections 

and elections for the national congressional elections. The Okinawan 

people’s voice has been consistent and clear in opposing the presence of 

US bases on this small island prefecture.

Building a new base within Okinawa will mean that the facility will 

then be used for decades. The people do not want to legitimize any 

presence of US Navy servicemen on their lands. But at the same time, 

not removing the base from Ginowan City also meant that the people of 

Ginowan will continue to live in fear of helicopter crashes and US military 

rapists roaming the city with impunity. Yet the people stand firm in saying 

that US bases should move out of Okinawa or be decommissioned. 

The struggle, therefore, is twofold. On the one hand, the people want the 

US base in Ginowan to be shut down. On the other hand, they will not 

allow the construction of a new US base in Henoko Bay. For this purpose, 

various grassroots movements have taken place. 

To have an in-depth understanding of the multi-faceted grassroots 

movements against the US bases, the Pacific Asia Resource Center 

conducted learning journeys to Okinawa every year since 2013 and 

conducted oral history interviews of prominent activists in the local 
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movement. The following provide short descriptive accounts of some of 

these ongoing struggles; for peace and justice activists everywhere to 

learn and draw inspiration from.

Grassroots Struggles for Genuine Peace in Okinawa

Oral history interview was conducted with over 30 local activists. The 

activists were identified through existing networks affiliated with the 

Pacific Asia Resource Center, most prominently through the “Life is 

Treasure Network” organized by Takeji Ota. Interviews were conducted 

individually in most cases and were cross corroborated to ensure 

accuracy. In some cases, group interviews and onsite cross-examination 

were done as a second-best means of ensuring accuracy.

Environmental Activism

From the get-go of opposition against the Henoko Bay reclamation and 

base construction, one of the key strategies the opposition utilized was 

to link the anti-bases struggle to environmental protection. For example, 

the bay is the habitat of the dugong, a marine mammal on the verge of 

extinction. While the Japanese government designates the dugong as a 

“natural monument”, they are still pushing forward with the reclamation 

of their natural habitat. 

In addition to the dugong, some more recent movements draw attention 

to two rare types of migratory terns: the roseate tern and black-naped 

tern. Henoko Bay is one of their very few remaining nesting grounds. 

In collaboration with national conservation movements, the roseate tern 
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was designated as a “near-threatened” bird in 1998 by the Ministry 

of Environment and the black-naped tern followed in the 2006 list of 

endangered species (a.k.a Red Data Book).

A rock known as the Rock Shwab rests in the target reclamation area of 

Henoko Bay. The rock is known widely by local residents to be the nesting 

grounds of the terns and has been one of the more recent cause célèbre of 

local opposition. The Ministry of Environment stipulates that no persons or 

entities shall interfere with nesting and breeding of species designated as 

“near-threatened.” Local residents have documented the migratory behavior 

of the birds and called for a halt in the base construction due to its impact 

on the terns’ habitat. However, in May 2019, the construction workers 

began putting plastic nets on Rock Schwab as an effort to stop the terns 

from coming. The Japanese Department of Defense, which was in charge 

of the construction, argued that they conducted the netting upon the advice 

of the Ministry of Environment. The argument made was that the netting 

happened before the terns arrived and therefore was not during nesting or 

breeding. Yet this far-fetched argument doesn’t change the fact that now a 

“near-threatened” bird has lost one of its precious nesting grounds. 

Traditionally, such environmental arguments are one of the strongest 

legal arguments that opposition movements have been able to invoke.

Asserting Fisherfolks’ Rights

Okinawa is known to have a rich local culture of consuming both tropical and 

semi-tropical seafood. There are numerous species of fish and other marine 

creatures that are endemic to this island while many other species of fish 

that can also be found in the rest of Japan have different names in Okinawa, 
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magnifying the impression that many species are unique to this ecosystem. 

With this rich and unique marine environment, the fishery sector is one of 

the important industries in Okinawa. It is on average a 15 billion yen (approx. 

140 million USD) per year industry for such a small island. 

Henoko Bay is technically in the municipality of Nago City, and the fishing 

rights were traditionally governed by the Nago Fishery Cooperative 

Association (Nago Gyokyo). This fishery cooperative collectively 

decided in 2013 that they will sell their fishing rights and allow the 

base construction to begin. They then received a hefty payment totaling 

3.6 billion yen (approx. 33 million USD), which was then split among 

members into individual payments of 25 to 30 million yen (230,000 

to 275,000 USD) for each member. This was to compensate for the 5 

years of base construction work that would affect their fishing. 

However, it must be noted that the majority of fisherfolk in Nago 

fish on the western seaside, whereas Henoko Bay is located on the 

other side of the island. Construction work will not affect the majority 

of members in the Nago Fishery Cooperative Association, but they 

will still receive their share of the compensation. This was seen as 

a malicious betrayal by residents who resided around Henoko, who 

were opposing the bases.

In response to this decision, 35 fishers based near Henoko decided 

to institutionalize a new fishery cooperative and filed a motion to 

institutionalize on April 20, 2018. The governor, however, rejected the 

application ostensibly because the new association did not present 

a realistic business plan that would justify the awarding of exclusive 

fishing rights in the area. The fisherfolk reorganized on Nov. 16, 2018, 

but this also failed to be institutionalized.
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For their third attempt, they have now organized an informal network 

of fisherfolk who would use residential fishing rights as opposed to the 

institutional exclusive fishing rights as awarded to fishery cooperatives. 

By Japanese law, residents who live in a vicinity adjacent to bodies of 

water have non-exclusive fishing rights. 

Traditionally, Japan identifies the ocean as commons. Because of this 

traditional notion, residents are still protected by law to be allowed to 

fish in their vicinity. The new network of fisherfolk claims that they are 

a collective network, but are merely enforcing their residential fishing 

rights. No governmental law can stop their fishing. From this, they plan to 

build a track record of sales as a collective network so that the Governor 

cannot subsequently deny their business viability.

One of their key commercialization efforts relies on diamondback squids. 

Commonly known in Japan as “Akaika ( red squid)”, the diamondback 

squid is well-known in the north of Japan. The Okinawans refer to this 

squid as “Se-ika (shrimp-like squid)” and do not have a tradition of eating 

this squid. It is one of the larger species of squid found near the coast of 

Japan and can grow as large as one meter in mantle length and can weigh 

30kg. Many small-scale fisherfolk based in Okinawa end up throwing the 

squid out from their fishing vessels because they are so big yet do not 

fetch a high price on the market.

However, market demand for Se-ika has grown recently because more 

consumers have discovered that its flavor is not lost but rather enhanced 

after freezing, thus, it has become popular nowadays as a frozen food 

product. Due to this, large-scale fishing operations with freezers on 

board now prefer this squid, even though small-scale fishers still dislike 
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it. But the Henoko fisherfolk saw an opportunity in this and began 

seeking ways to produce non-perishable products using Se-ika. Large-

scale fishing boats do not come into the Bay while other fisherfolk are not 

competitors. Rather, other fisherfolk from nearby fishery cooperatives 

gladly sell their catch of Se-ika at a cheap price to the Henoko fisherfolk.

One successful product is the “Ikara-”. After much experimentation, 

the Henoko fisherfolk formulated a recipe to marinate the squid in chili, 

sesame oil, and miso (fermented soybean paste) flavored with garlic 

and ginger. They package this into 80g packs that do not need to be 

refrigerated and sell to a broad range of customers across Japan. 

The proceeds then support not only the livelihoods of the fisherfolk 

but also their fervent anti-US Base movement, whilst increasing their 

chances to be recognized as a fishery coop with exclusive fishing rights. 

Once they obtain this status, they can potentially halt a large portion of 

the ongoing construction.

This “ikara-” production and sales is one of the newest and innovative 

means of grassroots activism in Henoko.

Collective Road Blocks

When the reclamation of Henoko Bay began, construction trucks started 

transporting soil from the nearby Shiokawa quarry on the west side of 

Nago City, only about 15 km away from Henoko. The local people wanted 

to stop reclamation efforts in Henoko, but this proved to be difficult due 

to the existing US Base, Camp Schwab. Construction vehicles work from 

within Camp Schwab, so it is difficult for residents to form blockades once 
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the vehicles have been transported in. But the people are able to block 

these truckloads of soil used for the reclamation from coming to Henoko. 

On a usual day, a drive from Shiokawa to Henoko will be a 30-minute 

drive on Route 449 and 329. However, this route goes directly through 

mid-town Nago and was feared to disrupt the livelihoods of the people 

in Nago. Also, Route 329 is a two-lane road that maneuvers around the 

mountains in hilly terrain, which can be easily blocked by accidents, slow 

traffic or by protesters. Protesters were ready to block Route 329 to slow 

the transportation of soil to Henoko.

Considering these factors, the construction workers decided to load the 

soil onto a barge in a port near Shiokawa at Awa Pier, and make an over-

100km detour around the Island of Okinawa to its destination in Henoko 

Bay. While this is, of course, much more costly and takes more time, the 

trucks only have to run along a four-lane street for 2km to get to the pier. 

Route 449 is also a major artery road for Okinawans. Blocking this route 

will cause tensions and raise public opinion against the protestors.

For a while, the protesters stationed camps along the route to monitor 

this transportation activity; counting the number of trucks, tracking the 

average round-trip time it takes for each truck and thereby understanding 

the amount of soil being shipped into Henoko. But after some observation, 

the protesters found a way to disrupt soil transportation, while minimizing 

the disruption of local traffic.

Cars drive on the left side of the road in Japan. When the trucks reach 

Awa Pier, they must take a right turn at a stop signal to enter its premises. 

Protesters hence will make sure there is enough through traffic to keep 

the trucks from taking a right turn. They do this by encouraging people 
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to use route 449 heading north, and when there is not enough regular 

traffic, they mobilize volunteers who will drive back and forth on route 

449. Pedestrian protesters can be easily removed by riot police, but it 

has proven difficult to remove local drivers plying Route 449 as a form of 

protest. Since Route 449 is a 4-lane street with two lanes on both sides, 

people who are stressed by the slow traffic caused by the protests can 

avoid them easily. It blocks only the very limited traffic going into Awa 

Pier, which is dominated by soil transportation bound for Henoko.

Activists explain that this is the type of protest that keeps the opposition 

strong. It doesn’t disrupt local lives and economies while having an impact 

on the base construction. Creative tactics like these are what keeps the 

opposition movement from receiving backlash. 

Canoe Actions

Since land-based opposition capacities are limited, protesters have used 

maritime protests in their tactics as well. To stop the barges from leaving Awa 

Pier, groups of activists on canoes have blocked the pier from the seaside.

Canoes will surround the barge to block its way, and before the barge departs 

the pier activists will tie themselves and their canoes onto the barge to disrupt 

it. This is again, in their words, activism that does not disrupt the people of 

Okinawa, but only those that are willing to put new bases on their land.

The struggle to keep the bases off their land is a struggle for their lives and 

a peaceful way of living. The primary reason that people want the bases to 

leave is that they want to go on with life in Okinawa. To protect their will, 

the struggles focus on sustaining livelihoods. Protesters go to great lengths 
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to come up with means of protest that do not threaten existing lives in 

Okinawa. This is also what allowed the opposition to avoid backlash and 

therefore to sustain an electoral victory in local elections.

The all-out fight in Okinawa is a result of this consideration and hard 

thinking by the local activists.

Activists ready to sail out to stop the barge 

Photo by Mio Nogawa

Photo by Okinawa Drone Project
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Photo by Okinawa Drone Project

Activist tying themselves onto the barge

Photo by Mio Nogawa
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Abstract

The Rohingya crisis is among the most significant examples of the conflicts 

created by militarism in South Asia. The oppression, violence, harassment, 

and genocide undertaken by the Myanmar military has historically compelled 

Rohingya men, women, girls and boys to flee to Bangladesh several times (in 

1978, in 1991-1992, and in 2016). But in August 2017, the largest and fastest 

Rohingya refugee influx into Bangladesh took place. By early 2018, almost 

700,000 Rohingya people had fled to Bangladesh. Since then Bangladesh 

has been supporting the Rohingya refugees by providing shelter, but this has 

profound impacts on the communities of Cox’s Bazar and Bandarban districts 

in Chattagram division, where the majority of the Rohingya refugees are living 

now. The dense living conditions of the refugees in the areas of Teknaf and 

Ukhiya, two sub districts of Cox’s Bazar, is causing far-reaching and negative 

effects both at the micro and macro level. At present, refugees constitute 

more than three times the size of the local population (IOM, 2018) of Cox’s 

Bazar. The area which used to be rich in natural resources is now at risk 
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from the sudden influx of refugees. In this situation, parts of the country 

such as Cox’s Bazar have become particularly vulnerable. While we 

have full respect and understanding of the needs of the refugees, there 

is also a necessity to identify and raise the subsequent vulnerabilities in 

the hosting area of Bangladesh. In this study we assessed the socio-

economic impact of the influx of refugees, the level of environmental 

degradation in the region, and the low capacity of the hosting area, 

among others, through the use of primary and secondary data.

Introduction

Context

Bangladesh is a small, low-lying, under-resourced and densely populated 

country, which has been badly affected by climate change and natural 

disasters. The country has been further affected by the violence and 

genocide carried out by the military troops of Myanmar on August 2017, 

which forced a large number of Rohingya people to escape from their 

own country of Myanmar and take shelter in Bangladesh. Most of these 

refugees went through a long and difficult journey and border-crossing 

to save their lives. But this massive influx to Bangladesh — one of the 

world’s most devastating humanitarian disasters — has created a critical 

situation for the country, with potentially serious consequences from 

different dimensions. Currently Bangladesh is hosting 914998 Rohingya 

refugees (ISCG, 2019) which is 35% of 25.9 million registered refugees 

in the world (UNHCR, 2019). Here, both the Rohingya refugees and the 

host communities in Bangladesh are struggling not only for peace but for 

survival.  
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The Objectives

The main objective of this study is to assess the broad impact of the 

Rohingya refugee influx on the host communities of Cox’s Bazar, in 

socioeconomic and environmental terms.  These impacts will be identified 

at the macro and micro level.

More specifically:

• To get practical knowledge on the situation of the host communities, 

• To identify the problems and challenges faced by these communities, 

and

• To make specific recommendations on how to address these 

concerns.

Methodology and Sources of Information

Our study areas were the most affected areas in the region, namely: 

Rajapalong, Palongkhali, Baharchhora, Whykong and Hnila Union of 

Ukhiya and Teknaf Upazila, where the Rohingyas have been living 

since the crisis occurred in August, 2017. We used both qualitative and 

quantitative tools to collect information about these communities. Both 

primary and secondary data and information were used to analyze the 

situation and assess the impacts. Primary information has been collected 

through FGD and KII with the relevant stakeholders (household members 

of the host communities, chairmen, UP members, development workers, 

local hotel staffs, businessmen and small traders) and observations of 

the areas adjacent to the camps in Ukhia and Teknaf upazillas where 

Rohingyas live.  
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Literature Review

The primary literature review includes the review and analysis of 

regular situation reports published by ISCG; population factsheets 

and data sheets published by UNHCR, IOM and other organizations; 

communications with the actors working there; articles and research 

reports published in the national and international media; and official 

documents of Bangladesh Government on this issue. It also includes 

the district statistics of the population and economic census provided 

by the BBS, as well as other published research papers on environment, 

agriculture, livelihoods, and so on.

Field work

A team of 12 officials of COAST Trust, including senior and frontline staff 

members, visited the affected areas and conducted FGDs and KII (both 

structured and non-structured) with farmers, women, teachers, students, 

casual labourers, market committees, journalists, local government 

bodies and other stakeholders. 

Photo One: FGD with the household members from Thangkhali, Ukhiya photo taken on 
29 January, 2020.
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Currently COAST Trust has 300 trained frontline staff members employed 

for the emergency response program and relief work in different refugee 

camps in Ukhiya and Teknaf. The majority of them are from the local 

community and other upazilas of Cox’s Bazar and Chittagong. For 

managing their work they have to go inside the camps every day as 

well as visit the host communities also. So they have been observing 

the effects on environment, agriculture, water, air etc. As a result, they 

are quite aware of the impacts of the FDMN living in Ukhiya and Teknaf, 

as they themselves have been facing it since beginning. That’s why they 

have been a great source and they were selected as key informants for 

this research. They also were able to provide primary information. 

We also conducted FGDs on 29 January and 30 January in 2020 in 

Ukhiya, ensuring the participation by women, UP members and chairmen 

of different union councils under Ukhiya and Teknaf Upazila, teachers, 

farmers as well as local journalists. 

Limitations

There are several limitations regarding the methodological approaches 

used in this study. 

First, the resources for the completion of the research was very limited, 

and time and personnel constraints meant that the survey of stakeholders 

in the issue was not performed on a very large or long-term scale. And 

second, the data is still changing. For example, the refugee crisis affected 

the prices of daily essentials, with demand rising due to the refugee 

arrivals even as broader national trends in the economy and supply 

continued to impact pricing as well. Another example is the wage rates 

of local and refugee workers, as the effect of refugee participation in the 
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labor markets is still volatile. 

In sum, the data presented in this paper reflects the current situation in 

Cox’s Bazar, but the situation is open to both to short and long-term 

changes.

Therefore, some of the data, information presented here may change as 

time passes. 

Cox’s Bazar Pre-Influx

Geographic characteristics & demographics

Cox’s Bazar, one of the smallest districts in Bangladesh, is located 

in Chattagram division along the Bay of Bengal in South Eastern 

Bangladesh. It has an area of 2491.86 Km2 which is 1.7 percent of the 

total area (147610 Km2) of Bangladesh. More than 60% of the land is 

unavailable for cultivation. 

The total population of Cox’s Bazar before the influx was around 

2,289,990, and the density was 920 per square kilometer (BBS, 2011 c). 

Ukhiya and Teknaf

Ukhiya and Teknaf, which are upazilas or administrative regions of Cox’s 

Bazar, are mainly hilly and forest areas. This is partly why the population 

density in these areas has been below the national average. In Ukhiya, 

nearly 60% of the total area is forest land, while in Teknaf it is over than 

41%. This feature of having forest land is quite rare in Bangladesh, 

except in the Sundarbans area.
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Table 3 

Upazila Total area (Km2) Reserve Forest (Km2) % of total area 

Ukhiya 261.80 155.14 59.25  

Teknaf 388.66 159.80 41.12
Source: Coast TRUST 

The total population of Cox’s Bazar was 2,289,990 and the density was 

920 per square kilometer (BBS, 2011 c) before the refugee influx. The 

total population of Ukhiya was 207,379, and that of Teknaf was 264,389. 

The population density in Ukhiya was 792 and in Teknaf 680 per km2, 

much lower than the national average of 1,265.

Table 4

Upazila Population Density
Population 
after FDMN 

influx

Density 
after FDMN 

influx

Average Density 
in Ukhiya and 

Teknaf

Ukhiya 207,379 792 942024 3598.25 725.28 
(Before Influx)

Teknaf 264,389 680 435566 1120.63 2117.87
(After Influx)

Source: Coast TRUST 

Cox’s Bazar is very prone to cyclones due to its location on the coastline 

along the Bay of Bengal. 

Background of the Rohingya Crisis

History of the crisis

The Rakhine State in Western Myanmar is historically home to a large 

Muslim population. Around 3.2 million people live there and the majority 

of them are ethnic Rakhine and Buddhists. The second largest group 
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is comprised of the Rohingyas. The majority of them are Muslims and 

speak the Rohingya language, which is not recognized by the Burmese 

government. Under the 1982 Citizenship Law of Myanmar they were 

stripped of their citizenship and right to self-identification. (European 

Comission, 2018).

Since there’s no specific figure as per Myanmar’s National census (2014), 

it is estimated that there were one million Rohingyas living in Rakhine 

state before their 2017 exodus to Bangladesh. In February 2016, the 

UNHCR estimated that 940  000 people were without citizenship in 

Rakhine state, of which a majority are Rohingyas (European Comission, 

2018).

Since the 1970s the torture, violence, killing by the government of 

Myanmar have compelled thousands of Rohingya men, women, boys 

and girls to escape from their country and take shelter in neighboring 

countries. Many of them took shelter in neighboring Bangladesh. A 

massive exodus occurred in 1977-1978, then again in 1991-1992, 

2012, and 2016, due to the recurring violent attacks and persecution by 

the Myanmar government (European Commission, 2018).  

Recent Crisis and Influx to Bangladesh

On August 25, 2017, a large number of Rohingya people from Rakhine 

state in Myanmar crossed the border into Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. They 

were received on humanitarian grounds. The speed, scale and number of 

the influx indicated the severity of the violence that happened in Rakhine. 

Various media outlets worldwide reported on the violent incidents, 

killing, and torture conducted by the Myanmar military on the Rohingya 

populace.
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The affair was described as “a deadly assault by Rohingya insurgents 

on multiple police posts in Northern Rakhine [which] triggered a brutal 

crackdown on the Rohingya population, and since then, over 700 

000 civilians have fled across the border into Bangladesh” (European 

Commission, 2018).

From August to October 2017, some 655,500 new arrivals of Rohingya 

people in Bangladesh were reported. By December of that year, 600 

more people arrived. This influx was in addition to the 212,518 Rohingya 

people who had already been living in Cox’s Bazar even before the events 

of August 2017 (ISCG, 2017) .

By 2018, the total number of Rohingya refugees living in Cox’s Bazar 

had risen to 908,000, and the figure further increased to 914,998 by 

September 2019. The increase is due in some cases to the birth of new 

people. 

The burden of the population boom has affected the overall standard of 

living in Cox’s Bazar, which consequently is leading to potential conflict 

among the Rohingya refugees and the host communities of Bangladesh.  

The Facts behind Ethnic Cleansing, violent expulsion of the 
Rohingyas

The Myanmar Army, known as the Tatmadaw, seized power from the 

civilian government in Burma in 1962. They have spent the last seven 

decades warring with their own people in the country. 

This army is charged with many serious violations of international 

humanitarian law between 2011 and 2018. These violations include 

torture, rape, sexual slavery, sexual violence, persecution, conscripting 
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child soldiers, impressing convicts as porters, making civilians walk ahead 

of its trip land mines and enslavement. In Rakhine State, the elements of 

the crimes against humanity of extermination and deportation were also 

found to be present. (Human Rights Council , 2019)

The military killed thousands of protesters to keep power in 1988 and 

suppressed another popular uprising, the Saffron Revolution, in 2007 

(Paddock, 2018).  

The violent expulsion of the Rohingya from Rakhaine states has been 

condemned as ethnic cleansing by the United States and the United 

Nations. The economic interests of the Myanmar army, as well as China’s 

extensive economic interests in Rakhain — for investments on strategic 

infrastructure projects including a major port at Kyaukphyu, a planned 

special economic Zone (SEZ) and a road, rail and pipeline network to move 

energy and other materials and supplies from the Bay of Bengal through 

Myanmar to Yunnan Province — were also an important influence. China 

has protected Myanmar from the sanctions at the United Nations and 

provided Myanmar with rhetorical and material support for its handling 

of the terrorism and genocide done by the army (United States Institute 

of Peace, 2018).

Settlements

Many of the refugees in Cox’s Bazar district are living in the existing 

camps and settlement extensions that were established to accommodate 

the newly arrived refugees. However, many more settlements have also 

been built by the refugees themselves with or without support of the 
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locals and the authorities, in the extended and adjacent forest areas of 

Kutupalong and Balukhali. These two sites now serve as main settlement 

locations in Cox’s Bazar.

Figure 6
Total Rohingyas in Cox’s Bazar

Source: ISCG situation report of December 2019
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The total refugee population according to UNHCR is estimated at 

914,998, comprised of 211,383 families. A total of 52 per cent are 

female and 48 per cent are male. Children constitute more than half 

of the refugee population, at 55 per cent, while adults and the elderly 

constitute 42 per cent and 3 per cent, respectively. The total number of 

refugees estimated in Cox’s Bazar stood at 914998 as of September, 

2019 (UNHCR, 2019).  

Findings

The living conditions and livelihoods of host communities have been 

significantly affected. The impacts of the refugee crisis are now so severe 

that the locals themselves are struggling to survive. Many poor local 

people of host communities in Ukhiya are jobless and to survive they are 

selling their lands, small assets and livestock, taking loans, and migrating 

temporarily to nearby towns (UNDP, 2018). 

Impact on the Environment

The worst impact of the Rohingya influx in Cox’s Bazar is the 

environmental damage. This impact is both long-term and short-term. 

Some of these issues may be addressed immediately, but others could 

have a gradual impact and would take years to address.

Forests. The entire forest land in the influx area is 26,600 ha, or 44% 

of the total 60000 ha landscape. The set-up of large refugee camps in 

Kutupalong, Balukhali and other areas in Ukhiya and Teknaf has had a 

direct impact on the forests resources, especially in the Ukhiya Range. 
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The first temporary camps for the refugees were built on 6000 acres 

of land, done by clearing forests and levelling the hills. According to the 

Cox’s Bazar Forest Department, across the district the refugee influx 

has already destroyed about 4818 acres of forests reserves worth US 

$55million. The damaged forest area includes both natural forests (58.5 

per cent of total damaged forest lands) and artificial forest lands (41.5 

per cent). In Naikhongchhari upazila of Bandarban, where refugees 

stayed for a shorter period of time, the private forests owned by local 

people were heavily damaged (UNDP, 2018).

Initially it was identified that about 65 per cent of refugee households 

identified forests as the primary source of firewood (NPM Bangladesh 

Round 7, 2017). Every day, around 750,000 kg of timber, vegetation and 

roots were collected from the reserved forest as cooking fuel. which has 

destroyed the forests significantly. 

According to the FD, the plantations that have been taken over for 

the Rohingya settlements were mostly established under the “Social 

Forestry Program” which were planned for 10 years and 25 years. More 

than 1,500 participants participated in these programs and invested 

their money, energy and time. But with the destruction of social forest 

plantations they have lost all their benefits as almost all the plantations of 

different years have been cleared for the Rohingyas’ settlements. 

Our research indicates that many people used to grow vegetables, 

chilies, betel leaf, and fruits, while raising their domestic animals in the 

areas of Rohingya settlements (hill and forest lands). They depended on 

these earnings as their primary source of income. 



PEOPLE’S RESISTANCE IN ASIA PACIFIC IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD240

The main reasons for deforestation in Cox’s Bazar was to make space for 

Rohingya camps. Trees were also cut down to be used in building their 

homes, and to be used as fuel (The Daily Star, 2019).

Soil. To create shelters for a million of Rohingya people, hills have been 

cleaned and cut extensively and to create access to the shelters lots of 

steps have been cut into the slopes of the hills. Hill cutting on a large 

scale, deforestation, and the polluted environment have resulted in the 

loosening of the soil, erosion and stream congestion. 

Most of the streams and fields around the camps have been covered 

by polluted materials, waste, and loose soil. These were the same areas 

where the people of host community used to cultivate crops, vegetables 

and fruits. They were dependent on such cultivation for their livelihood 

and earnings. 

 

Photo Three:  The excessive use of wood by the Rohingyas as fuel. (Photo taken by Shahinur Islam 

of COAST Trust on January 29, 2020 in Ukhiya) 
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Water. In Cox’s Bazar 89.59% of rural people depend on tube-wells 

for safe drinking water (BBS, 2011). The crisis of safe drinking water 

became acute due to huge demand as well as pollution of water. 

It is estimated that per day, about 2.8 million litres of drinking water are 

required for the people in the host community in Naikhongchhari (in 

Bandarban) and in Teknaf and Ukhiya (in Cox’s Bazar). Meanwhile, for 

other daily activities including irrigation and manufacturing, another 43.5 

million litres are needed. On the other hand an additional 13.8 million 

Photo Seven: Beside Camp 9, Conjestion of 
streams by soil and polluted materials

Photo Four and Five: Access to the camps built by cutting hills (taken by Sumaia Mariam of COAST 
Trust on January 29, 2020 in camp 24

Photo Six: Picture: Soil Erosion (taken by 
Sumaia of COAST Trust on January 29, 2020 
in camp 14)
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liters are demanded per day by the refugees in the post-influx period, 

where 3.4 million liters are for drinking water. (UNDP, 2018)

While conducting FGDs in Ukhiya and Teknaf, participants said that 

previously they could get the water layer within 40-50 feet in Ukhiya. 

However, after the crisis they had to set up deep tube wells down 600-800 

feet deep in order to reach the water level, which is very costly. Women 

are facing problems and have to walk more than 30 minutes to get fresh 

drinking water especially in the dry season. Some purchase the fresh water. 

Fresh water scarcity is now a common phenomenon in the Teknaf- Ukhia 

areas (UNDP, 2018).

Pollution. The level of pollution in and around the refugee camps is 

severe, as more than one million people are living in cramped and crowded 

conditions across a small area. They have been producing a huge quantity 

of waste every day, and there is a lack of proper disposal system. 

This is causing serious pollution in the air, water, and soil of the areas 

inside the camps as well as the areas surrounding the camps. Pollution is 

overflowing in almost every canal and stream around the camps, blocked 

by the piled-up waste materials. Almost all the canals have been filled up. 

Ten canals and streams visited by our study team were found to be badly 

polluted by human waste, plastic packets, kitchen waste and other things.

The land in the region has been severely contaminated. For instance, the 

polythene, sheets, plastic bags, materials etc. used to make shelters for 

the Rohingyas are mixing with the soil and causing serious soil pollution. 

In addition, smoke and dust generated from stoves and the large volume 

of traffic movement on the road are causing air pollution.
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Impact on Agriculture

The Rohingya crisis badly affected the agriculture sector in Cox’s Bazar. 

Because the Rohingya influx took place immediately before a harvesting 

season, a significant portion of standing crops were damaged. Several 

betel leaf gardens and vegetable farms have also been destroyed. 

Agriculture. According to one estimate of the Department of Agriculture 

Extension (DoAE), between August 2017 and March 2018 at least 100 

hectares of crop-growing land in the Teknaf/Ukhiya peninsula were 

damaged by refugee activities. In addition, 76 hectares of arable land 

occupied by refugee settlements and humanitarian agencies were also 

affected. Refugees around the Thangkhali settlement (Ukhiya) have their 

camps on cultivable agricultural land, which reduces the available arable 

land for the host community. 

Around 5,000 acres of land have been rendered useless because of sandy 

soil flowing down from the mountain slopes, which are being used for 

refugee housing purposes. Grazing lands have been destroyed, meaning 

farm animal numbers have fallen drastically, by 10–15 per cent. About 12 

acres of mango groves have been used to make room for the refugees. 

Photo Eight: Picture: Beside Kutupalong Camp, 
Streams filled up by polluted materials.

Photo Eight: Picture: Beside Kutupalong Camp, 
Streams filled up by polluted materials.
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Due to human waste, contamination, and pollution, the land around the 

camps have become impossible to cultivate. Another crucial point is that 

the intensive use of ground water has decreased the level of water under 

the soil — as a result, nearby lands became uncultivable due to shortage 

of irrigation water.

Fishing. Fishing is another major source of livelihood in Cox’s Bazar. 

Nearly 28% of the total employment in the district is comprised of fishing 

and related activities including hatching, shrimp cultivation, and dry fish 

preparations (BBS, 2011). Since the 2017 refugee crisis, a ban has been 

imposed on fishing in the Naf river, which affected an estimated 30,000 

to 35,000 fishermen and their families. 

Before the crisis the income of local fishermen in the river was in the 

range of Tk. 40000 to Tk. 90000 per year. That has been dropped to 

virtually zero due to the prohibition. Rohingyas are also taking on fishing 

jobs at half of the wages that a local fisherman used to get, which is 

affecting the livelihood of local fishermen who work at sea.

Photo Ten: Source: Prothom Alo, October 19, 2019, Place: Mochoni gram, Hnila, Teknaf, here local 
farmers cultivated salt and crops two years before but now the Rohingiyas are living there.
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Impact on the Labour Market

Rohingya refugees are taking jobs in construction, farming, fishing and 

restaurants, often accepting wages below half the normal rate. As a 

result, the rate of daily labour wages has been decreased by more than 

Photo Eleven: Picture: Beside Camp 12, Pollution made the field unable to grow crops. (taken by 
Juel of  COAST Trust

Photo Twelve: Picture: there are many ponds like this pond in the photo exists beside camp 8E 
used to cultivate fishes before but now there’s no fish cultivation due to pollution. (Photo taken by 
Shahinur Islam of COAST Trust on January 29, 2020)
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15% after the influx period, especially around the camp sites in UKhiya 

and Teknaf (UNDP, 2018). This has hit at least a third of the local 

population who are classified as very poor. 

Impact on Livelihood

Local communities are facing higher costs of living because the 

Rohingya crisis has driven up the demand for daily necessities, including 

transportation, which has increased the prices of all other daily essentials 

such as food items, accommodation, and healthcare by an average of 

50-60%. 

The Rohingya crisis ultimately created huge pressure on the local food 

production and food supply system. While humanitarian organizations 

provide food grains, oil, and some other items, the refugees also need 

vegetables, fishes, and spices which they purchase from the local 

markets which created enormous pressure on the suppliers to fulfill the 

needs of additional demands. 

Photo Thirteen: Rohingyas are working at half price (Tk. 250) at Goujoghuna, Thankkhali, Ukhiya. 
(Picture taken by Sumaia Mariam of COAST Trust on January 29, 2020)
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Impact on Education

The education sector in the region has also been affected by the refugee 

crisis. One major factor is the cost of transportation, which has increased. 

For example, the bus fare in Ukhiya was Tk. 15 to Tk. 20 before the crisis. 

But now it is Tk. 60 and sometimes more than that. 

Some residents have said they can no longer send their children to 

school because of higher transportation costs. Moreover, students are 

instead taking on jobs in the camps for money, which further hampers 

the completion of their education.

Because of the presence of Rohingyas, authorities have required birth 

certificates and NID cards in Cox’s Bazar. This has had a negative impact 

on local people who now find it more difficult to get their children admission 

into schools, as well as services from the banks and other institutions.                                                                                     

Photo Fourteen: Pic: FGD with the UP members, chairman, teachers, traders, local journalists in 
Ukhiya taken by staff of COAST on 30 January 2020.
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Impact on Poverty

Several studies showed that poor and middle-income groups in the 

host communities in Ukhiya and Teknaf have been affected badly 

after the influx. The rate of poverty rose by three percent in the host 

communities over the national average of 24%, especially in Ukhiya 

and Teknaf where the refugee camps are located and 75000 people 

became vulnerable to the poverty due to refugee crisis.  (The Daily 

Star, 2019). Around 28% of local people broke their personal savings 

of money and reported that they had to sell their ornaments to obtain 

money for daily expenses. 

In contrast, 91 % of the Rohingyas in the camps have achieved food 

security through the food support of NGOs and INGOs. Meanwhile, in 

Ukhiya and Teknaf, the ability of 7 out of 10 families to buy food daily 

has decreased. Around 48% people of host communities in Ukhiya 

and Teknaf do not have sufficient ability to purchase food regularly. It 

should be noted that the total population of host communities are nearly 

500,000, while there are nearly 1,100,000 Rohingya people in the 

region. (Prothom Alo, 2019). 

Impact on Health Care Services

In Bangladesh, public institutions are not rich in assets, equipment and 

manpower. This is especially true of the health care sector. The quality 

of public health care services, at both Upazila and district levels, was 

already very poor even in the pre-influx period in Cox’sBazar. Health 

care services in Cox’s Bazar and Upazilas of Ukhiya and Teknaf are very 

limited in terms of seat, equipment, personnel and medicines. 
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For example, the Ukhiya Health Comple has a total capacity of 150 

patients. Now, this health complex is always full of Rohingya patients 

even as people of host communities in Ukhiya are struggling to access 

health care services, according to members of the local community.

Impact on Local Infrastructure

The increased movement of a large number of Rohingya refugees, 

aid workers, visitors, officials and vehicles are seriously damaging the 

existing roads between the local communities and the camps. According 

to the Roads and Highways Department, traffic has increased 2.5 times, 

with excess loads that caused severe damage to the existing highway 

between Cox’s Bazar and Teknaf. 

Recommendations

Local community members are sympathetic to the dilemma of the 

refugees. However, as the problems and the living conditions of the 

overburdened community grow worse, the conflicts between the 

refugees and the host communities will increase day by day.

As the crisis continues, this situation becomes more and more complex. 

Both the refugees and locals are highly vulnerable. The government 

will have to deal these issues —  the longer the refugees will stay in 

Bangladesh, the greater the possibility that tension will erupt between 

the Bangladeshis and the Rohingyas. 

The international community should help Bangladesh to solve the crisis in 

humanitarian, rational, and sustainable ways. Myanmar must be pushed 
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to repatriate the Rohingya people without placing them at risk of further 

violence from their military. 

The Rohingya crisis needs to have a permanent solution. The root cause 

— the 1982 citizenship law of Myanmar and their systemic oppression 

of the Rohingya people — needs to be addressed, beginning with the 

recognition of citizenship of Rohingyas in Myanmar. 

Conclusion

On the whole, it can be said that the socioeconomic impact of the 

Rohingya influx is damaging to the host communities. The influx has 

resulted in short and long-term negative effects on the environment, 

agriculture, and infrastructure of Bangladesh. It is right that Bangladesh, 

on humanitarian grounds, has provided temporary shelter to the forcibly 

displaced Myanmar nationals (FDMN) and welcomed international 

humanitarian support for the refugees. However, these FDMNs must be 

repatriated to their homeland on the condition that their return is safe, 

secure, voluntary, and dignified. 

As per the discussion after the presentation, relevant points were raised 

on addressing the roots of refugee crises. There is a need to change 

the conversation about refugees because it is the crisis of neoliberal 

globalization and the conflicts between competing social hegemonies 

that drive the minorities away from their home countries. The countries 

that are responsible for this continue to be free from their accountability 

but we all know that they must be held responsible.
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Endnotes

1 A battalion typically consists of 300 to 800 soldiers

2 Gram Sansad: A platform for democratic decision making at the lowest 
tier where all adult villagers are considered as members, as per the 73rd 
Amendment of the Indian Constitution and special rule enacted by the 
government of West Bengal.

3 Public Interest Litigation- A litigation in the court of law for the protection of 
the public interest not by the aggrieved party but by the court itself or any 
other private party.

4 High Court observed that the land acquisition in Singur was done by 
following Land Acquisition Act 1946 correctly and the High Court thereby 
rejected the group litigation that challenged the Land acquisition on mere 
technical grounds.

5 Land Acquisition Act 1946 had one clause as public purpose. It was a colonial 
Act and using this Act the British rulers acquired a lot of land for constructing 
government offices, railways etc. It is to be noted that there was no definition 
of “Public Purpose “in the Land Acquisition Act 1946. Neither was there any 
provision to challenge the intension of “Public Purpose”. And there was also 
no procedure for free prior informed consent of the affected groups. Hence 
the then government used this act to take away fertile land to appease the 
TATA Motors, an MNC of India.

6 IMSE, CECODECON, Socio Legal Aid Research & Training Centre, FTN 
Coalition Forum of Voluntary Organizations, West Bengal , Indian Federation 
of Toiling Peasants , East Coast Fish Workers Union , West Bengal Gandhi 
Peace Foundation , Peoples Action Network for National Integration and 
Communal Harmony, RTI Network West Bengal, People’s Coalition on Food 
Sovereignty (PCFS), Pesticide Action Network Asia and the Pacific (PAN AP), 
West Bengal (south) Wood Works Workers Union , South Asian Peasants 
Coalition, FIAN West Bengal, Rural Exploitation and Atrocities Prevention 
Forum, Asian Peasant Coalition, Earth Care, International Planning 
Committee (South Asia), Save River Save Villages Committee, Ekok Matra, 
and Committee to Assist the Struggle of Singur Peasants against Eviction

7 People’s Coalition on Food Sovereignty (PCFS), Pesticide Action Network 
Asia and the Pacific (PAN AP), All Nepal Peasant Association (ANPA), 
Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association (BELA), Asian Peasants 
Association (APC), Society for Rural Education (SRED, Tamil Nadu), Tamil 
Nadu Dalit Women’s Movement, Andhra Pradesh Agricultural Workers Union 
(APVVU) and National Alliance of People’s Movement (NAPM, India)

8 IFFM- International Fact-Finding Mission Team
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9 Trinamool Congress

10 System of Rice Intensification – A methodology used to amplify the yield of 
rice.

11 Data retrieved from “Singur Revisited “, IMSE & FIAN WB 2017

12 Namely, the SADAR operation (1965-1967), the Bratayudha and Wibawa 
operations (1967-1969), the Pamungkas operation (1969-1971), the Koteka 
operation (1971-1973), the military operation in Jayawijaya district (1977), the 
military operation of Sapu Bersih I and II (1981), the Galang I and II operations 
(1982), the Tumpas operation (1983-1984), the Sapu Bersih operation (1985), 
and the Mapunduma operation (1996).

13 CBS of Papua Province, 2019. Province of Papua in Number 2019

14 CBS of West Papua Province, 2019. Province of West Papua in Number 2019

15 Cited from the Journal of Bogor Institute of Agriculture (IPB), 2007. https://
repository.ipb.ac.id/bitstream/handle/123456789/40808/Tinjauan%20
Pustaka_2007mul-3.pdf;sequence=3 

16 See for example: Official Cabinet Transcript of Dec. 25th Meeting with Governor 
Nakaima https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/96_abe/actions/201312/25mendan.
html


