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SUMMARY 
Coronavirus has affected the 10 south-east Asian countries in very different ways. Thanks to quick 
and decisive action, Vietnam came through relatively unscathed; Singapore also seemed to have 
the virus under control, before a second wave of infections among migrant labourers took off. 
Malaysia and Thailand initially struggled, but now seem to have turned the situation around. In 
Indonesia and the Philippines, the disease continues to spread rapidly. Although weak healthcare 
systems make Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, the three poorest countries of the region, highly 
vulnerable, they have not reported many infections so far. 

Despite such differences, some of the issues raised by the coronavirus pandemic are common to all 
countries of the region. For example, pre-existing inequalities have widened, particularly affecting 
low-paid workers in informal employment, migrants, and refugees. Meanwhile, governments are 
clamping down on free speech and adopting emergency powers, raising concerns over 
authoritarian tendencies. Although the countries of the region are cooperating with each other and 
neighbours such as China, tensions (for example, in the South China Sea) have become more 
apparent. 

All south-east Asian economies have been affected, but the impact varies considerably. Vietnam is 
expected to do relatively well, and several other countries will also see modest growth. Due to a 
global downturn in trade and tourism, Singapore and Thailand are suffering most. Overall, the 
region is forecast to see less of an economic impact than Europe or North America, and growth is 
expected to rebound in 2021. 

 

Bangkok under lockdown.  
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Figure 1: The 10 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries 

 

 

Figure 2: New daily infections, Jan-June 
2020 
Per million of population, average for previous five days 

Figure 3: Total infections, deaths, tests 
Per million of population, as of 2 June 2020 

 
Six countries account for over 99 % of coronavirus 
infections in south-east Asia   

Source: European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control. Source: Worldometers. 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/covid-19-pandemic
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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Coronavirus trends in south-east Asia 
Like much of the rest of the world, the 10 south-east Asian countries combined more or less 
restrictive lockdowns with social distancing measures, testing and tracing in an effort to contain the 
pandemic, though with results that varied considerably from one country to another. The region's 
success story is Vietnam, which despite its long border with China has had just 300 infections and 
no deaths in a population of nearly 100 million; even allowing for under-reporting, this is one of the 
lowest rates in the world. Benefiting from its experience in dealing with previous epidemics, such as 
the 2003 SARS outbreak, Vietnam acted quickly and decisively, already closing schools and 
suspending flights to mainland China in February 2020. To avert an onslaught on its under-
resourced hospitals, the country assiduously traced and isolated all direct and indirect contacts of 
confirmed infections. In five cases, entire neighbourhoods such as the Hanoi district of Ha Loi were 
put under quarantine. Although the Vietnamese government is not always known for its 
transparency, in this case it communicated effectively, through daily press briefings and text 
messages to the public. The country's authoritarian governance system facilitated an effective 
response: total state control of the media enabled clear messaging, and a ubiquitous network of 
communist party cadres helped to enforce social distancing. 

Singapore also took quick action, closing its borders, extensively testing and tracing infections. 
Until March 2020, this approach seemed to be containing the spread of the disease without the need 
for an economically damaging lockdown. However, the crowded dormitories, which are home to 
over 300 000 migrant workers and make social distancing physically impossible, proved to be the 
city-state's Achilles' heel. Faced with a surge in new cases, in April the government finally imposed 
a 'circuit breaker' lockdown. With just 5 million residents, Singapore has outstripped its more 
populous neighbours, and now has the highest infection rate in the region. 

However, this seemingly gloomy picture needs to be put in context: the high number of confirmed 
cases has to do with the fact that Singapore has tested far more extensively than any other country 
in the region (in Brunei too, widespread testing correlates with high infection rates). New daily 
infections among Singapore’s migrant workers remain high, as it systematically tests every single 
dormitory resident. Meanwhile, in the wider community outside the dormitories, the spread of the 
disease has been halted, with almost no recent new cases among citizens or permanent residents. 
At no point has the healthcare system been overwhelmed. So far, Singapore has had just 24 deaths, 
a mere 0.07 % of confirmed cases – after Qatar, the lowest mortality rate of any country with a 
statistically significant number of infections – compared to 10 % or more in most European countries 
(this low figure partly reflects the fact that most infections were among the relatively young migrant 
worker population). The country is investing in research into tests, and its Bluetooth-based contact 
tracing app has inspired similar solutions in several countries, including Australia. 

Unlike Vietnam and Singapore, most other south-east Asian countries were initially complacent. 
Leaders cited tropical heat, in Indonesia, and 
traditional lifestyles, in Myanmar, as factors that 
would slow the spread of the disease. For 
Philippine President, Rodrigo Roa Duterte, there 
was 'nothing to be extra scared of'. Governments 
dragged their feet over introducing restrictions: in 
Malaysia, a religious event attended by 16 000 
Muslims in late February was allowed to go ahead, 
enabling the virus to take hold. During the same 
period, a political crisis toppled the government, 
further handicapping the country's response. In 
Thailand, the government's decision to impose a 

Science or superstition? 

Vietnam was praised for its effective 
communication campaign, which included a 
catchy hand-washing song. However, not all 
advice from regional leaders was equally 
science-based. Indonesia's President, Joko 
Widodo, recommended a traditional herbal 
infusion as a preventive measure, while his 
health minister favoured prayer. For Malaysia’s 
health minister, drinking hot water was an 
effective remedy. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52628283
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/15/coronavirus-vietnam-communist-party-hanoi/
https://dailybrief.oxan.com/Analysis/DB252725/South-east-Asia-will-remain-reliant-on-foreign-labour
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-singapore/singapore-plans-coronavirus-tests-for-all-in-migrant-dormitories-idUSKBN22O0V2
https://www.gov.sg/features/covid-19
https://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/health-wellness/article/3080716/how-singapore-tech-helping-recent-surge-coronavirus-cases
https://www.tracetogether.gov.sg/
https://www.itnews.com.au/news/australias-covid-tracing-app-better-than-singapores-health-chief-547126
https://en.tempo.co/read/1335322/dhs-claims-covid-19-weaker-in-tropics-jokowi-says-to-stay-alert
https://www.moi.gov.mm/moi:eng/?q=news/14/03/2020/id-21137
https://www.doh.gov.ph/sites/default/files/news_clips/020520-0002.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/malaysia-mosque-event-virus-hotspot-se-asia-200318021302367.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-asia-51764846/coronavirus-vietnam-s-handwashing-song-goes-global
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/indonesia-president-joko-stokes-speculation-herbs-can-fight-coronavirus
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/indonesia-president-joko-stokes-speculation-herbs-can-fight-coronavirus
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/health-environment/article/3051068/we-owe-it-god-indonesia-prays-how-it-keeping
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2020/03/20/health-minister039s-039warm-water-method039-to-kill-coronavirus-questioned
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lockdown resulted in a huge exodus from Bangkok, spreading the virus to the provinces and 
neighbouring countries. 

While other countries closed their borders, Indonesia announced a multi-million dollar social media 
campaign to attract foreign tourists. It was also slow to restrict internal travel; for weeks, the 
government dithered over whether to ban the annual mudik exodus, which sees tens of millions of 
Indonesians returning from cities, such as Jakarta, to their home towns and villages to celebrate the 
end of Ramadan. The decision to do so was not taken until late April, by which time many had 
already left, spreading infection across the country. 

Despite initial blunders, both Malaysia and Thailand have managed to contain the epidemic, which 
is now on a clear downward trajectory. Malaysia brought in strict quarantine measures; isolation of 
infection hotspots and general restrictions on internal travel helped to stem the virus. In both 
countries, many observers credit health ministry officials and medical professionals, rather than 
governments, with turning the crisis around. 

By contrast, infection rates remain stubbornly high in Indonesia and the Philippines; with low 
testing rates in both countries, the real number of cases is probably even higher – perhaps even 
three times higher in Indonesia. Restrictions are often poorly enforced: in Indonesia, a survey found 
that only one-third of companies complied with social distancing measures for their employees, 
while thousands evaded travel restrictions by hiding in lorries and bus luggage compartments. 
Some parts of the country have resorted to measures such as punishing quarantine violators by 
publicly shaming them on social media, sentencing them to community service or even forcing 
them to sleep in haunted houses. Although the epidemic shows no sign of running out of steam, 
the Philippines has partially lifted its lockdown, and Indonesia is preparing to do likewise. 

It could hardly be argued that Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, which are the three poorest 
countries in the region, have taken very effective measures. For example, communities in Myanmar 
have been left to their own devices in fighting coronavirus. Nevertheless, very few infections have 
been reported. To some extent, this probably reflects very low testing rates, and perhaps also 
deliberate under-reporting. At the same time, there are no signs of a major healthcare crisis of the 
kind seen in some European countries anywhere in the region. All 10 countries are below the global 
average for coronavirus mortality, and only Singapore exceeds the global average for the per capita 
infection rate. Although the impact of heat and humidity on the virus is disputed, only a few of the 
world's worst affected countries are located in the tropics. In the less developed countries of the 
region, there are additional factors that slow the spread of infection, on such being that a large share 
of the population lives in rural areas and is also less likely to travel extensively. 

Deeper inequalities threaten the vulnerable 
Regardless of the differences between the coronavirus situations of south-east Asian countries, 
some features of the pandemic are common to all of them. For instance, pre-existing inequalities 
have widened across the region. The majority of the workforce (54 % in Thailand and 60 % in 
Indonesia) is in the informal sector, and therefore has little access to social security. The Philippines 
and Thailand are among the countries that have announced government handouts to compensate 
for the loss of income. However, there have been delays in processing benefits claims, the amounts 
are small, and are only scheduled to run for a few weeks. With millions of Thais left destitute, there 
are concerns that suicides could claim more lives than coronavirus. 

In Singapore, coronavirus has highlighted the gap between the city state's affluent residents and 
migrant labourers, who have little prospect of acquiring citizenship rights or living in adequate 
accommodation, and now account for the vast majority of infections. Many Singaporean citizens are 
responding to their plight with donations, and the government has promised to do more to improve 
their living standards in future, but action on this will have to wait till the epidemic is over. 

https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/migrant-worker-exodus-from-thailand-raises-fears
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/02/26/govt-to-pay-rp-72-billion-to-influencers-to-boost-tourism-amid-coronavirus-outbreak.html
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2020/04/29/explainer-whats-allowed-and-whats-not-in-indonesias-mudik-ban.html
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/an-idul-fitri-unlike-any-other-in-covid-19-challenged-indonesia/
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3084648/malaysia-beating-coronavirus-so-why-should-muhyiddin-be-worried
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/1901360/coronavirus-blues-and-clues-in-thailand
https://www.nst.com.my/world/region/2020/05/592987/indonesia-covid-19-death-toll-may-be-three-times-higher
https://www.asiaone.com/asia/indonesian-govt-covid-19-response-poses-risks-human-rights-experts
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/indonesia-travellers-hide-in-truck-containers-bus-trunks-to-escape-mudik-ban
https://www.barrons.com/news/indonesia-rolls-out-public-shaming-for-virus-violators-01590733208
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/coronavirus-president-rodrigo-duterte-set-to-lift-manila-lockdown-after-3-months
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Coronavirus/Indonesia-prepares-to-open-economy-even-as-COVID-19-risk-lingers
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/05/14/asia-pacific/social-issues-asia-pacific/myanmar-coronavirus-fight/#.XsuYuXduKtZ
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/20/laos-coronavirus-free-claims-probably-fiction/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/#countries
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/#countries
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-trump/sunlight-heat-and-humidity-weaken-coronavirus-u-s-official-says-idUSKCN2253SA
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/thailand-the-coronavirus-suicides/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/29/coronavirus-blunders-in-indonesia-turn-crisis-into-catastrophe-pub-81684
https://www.rappler.com/thought-leaders/256782-analysis-challenges-government-social-amelioration-coronavirus
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/20/world/asia/coronavirus-singapore.html
https://www.facebook.com/Josephine.LM.Teo/posts/3665600290180906?__tn__=-R
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In Singapore at least, most foreigners are working there legally. However, countries such as Malaysia 
have large numbers of illegal migrants. In May 2020, Malaysia rounded up hundreds of them in a 
series of raids; the prospect of being arrested is likely to deter many from seeking treatment for 
coronavirus, while those in crowded detention centres are at high risk of infection. The situation of 
refugees – of whom there are an estimated 180 000 in Malaysia – is especially precarious (Cambodia 
and the Philippines are the only two south-east Asian countries where they are protected by the 
1951 UN Convention). Without documentation, they are barred from formal employment, 
education and subsidised healthcare. 

None are more vulnerable than the Rohingya, over half of Malaysia's refugees, who have fled brutal 
persecution in Myanmar. In 2016, Malaysia was the only south-east Asian country to openly criticise 
Myanmar, which it accused of 'genocide', but with the Malaysian public anxious about migrants 
taking their jobs at a time of economic crisis, sentiment has turned; online petitions calling for the 
Rohingya to be deported have garnered hundreds of thousands of signatures. After Malaysia turned 
away a boat carrying 200 refugees over fears of infection in April, Amnesty International warned that 
the sea could become a Rohingya graveyard. 

In Myanmar itself, in May 2020 the military, which is battling against ethnic insurgents in several 
parts of the country, declared a ceasefire to help tackle the virus. However, fighting continues in 
Rakhine state. Tens of thousands of displaced persons, not only Rohingya but also, increasingly, 
ethnic Rakhine, are now living in crowded camps, a potential tinderbox for infection. Even for those 
who have not been forced to leave their homes, an internet blackout in parts of the state deprives 
them of reliable information on the pandemic, and access to healthcare is also limited, with 
humanitarian organisations barred from the region. 

Coronavirus has heightened sectarian tensions between Cambodian Buddhists and Muslims: the 
latter were blamed for spreading the virus after returning from a religious gathering in Malaysia, 
leading to a wave of hate speech on social media and discrimination. 

Authoritarian tendencies 
Following a tendency seen in other parts of the world, several south-east Asian countries are 
clamping down on freedom of speech in the name of preventing the spread of fake news on the 
virus. In Vietnam, hundreds were called in for questioning by the police about Facebook posts on 
the virus. Neighbouring Cambodia has seen dozens of coronavirus-related arrests, including of 
activists from the banned Cambodian National Rescue Party. In April, the country's long-time ruler, 
Hun Sen, acquired additional emergency powers allowing the government to monitor and restrict 
information that could cause public fears or undermine security. In Thailand, the government 
extended its emergency decree, including media censorship powers, until the end of June without 
obvious justification, given that the disease is now under control. Even in relatively democratic 
Indonesia, police have arrested over 50 people for spreading false information. 

In March 2020, the Philippine Congress granted President Duterte emergency powers to tackle the 
virus (however, provisions that would have allowed him to take over businesses in a wide range of 
sectors were dropped); since then, he has threatened to introduce martial law, in order to prevent 
communist rebels from disrupting aid. Echoing the rhetoric that launched his bloody war on drugs, 
Duterte ordered the police and military to shoot quarantine violators dead, although the police have 
since given reassurances that they will not take his remarks literally. 

In Myanmar, labour rights are under threat. Trade unionists accuse employers, backed by the 
government, of taking advantage of the situation to impose unfair working conditions and purge 
factories of labour activists. 

Singapore's use of surveillance technology has raised some concerns. Parks are patrolled by Spot, 
a remote-controlled dog-like robot. Despite the robot's somewhat sinister appearance, the 
authorities point out that it only reminds joggers and cyclists to keep their distance, without 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-malaysia-migrants/malaysia-seizes-hundreds-of-migrants-in-latest-lockdown-raid-idUSKBN22O1T5
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/coronavirus-breaks-out-at-detention-centres-in-malaysia-health-ministry-warns-against
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3081958/malaysia-battles-coronavirus-its-rohingya-refugees-face-torrent
https://www.unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2017/608692/EPRS_ATA(2017)608692_EN.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/malaysias-najib-leads-rally-against-rohingya-genocide
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/04/covid-no-excuse-sacrifice-lives-more-rohingya-seek-safety-boat/
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/regional/2020/05/10/myanmar-military-declares-ceasefire-for-covid-19-fight
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/b161-conflict-health-cooperation-and-covid-19-myanmar
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/30/myanmar-displacement-camps-are-covid-19-tinderboxes
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/30/cambodia-fight-discrimination-amid-pandemic
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/22/coronavirus-fake-news-arrests-quiet-critics-southeast-asia/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/facebook-04132020154643.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/29/cambodia-covid-19-spurs-bogus-fake-news-arrests
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/thailand-extends-coronavirus-emergency-powers-amid-opposition-suspicion
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/09/indonesia-little-transparency-covid-19-outbreak
https://www.rappler.com/nation/255718-duterte-signs-law-granting-special-powers-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-philippines-rebels/philippines-duterte-threatens-martial-law-if-communist-rebels-disrupt-aid-idUSKCN22602I
https://www.france24.com/en/20200402-shoot-them-dead-philippine-s-duterte-warns-coronavirus-lockdown-violators
https://frontiermyanmar.net/en/is-covid-19-a-smokescreen-for-labour-abuses
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-05-13/coronavirus-singapores-robot-dog-enforces-social-distancing
https://www.bruegel.org/2020/05/singapores-experience-in-dealing-with-covid-19/
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recording violations of social distancing rules. They also emphasise that the country's contact-
tracing app is voluntary; moreover, so long as a person does not test positive for the virus, the data 
recorded by the app remain on the user's phone and are automatically deleted after a few weeks. 
Despite such reassurances, concerns about data privacy have deterred many Singaporeans from 
downloading it – so far, only one-third have done so, much less than the three-quarters that the 
government estimates is the threshold for the app to become truly effective. In any case, in 
Singapore's highly law-abiding society, social pressure ensures that rules are strictly followed, with 
or without technology. 

Regional cooperation versus isolationism 
ASEAN, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, which all 10 countries belong to, has neither 
the EU's supranational powers nor its funds. Nevertheless, ASEAN-level meetings between south-
east Asian ministers are a useful platform for information-sharing. In a February 2020 joint 
statement, ASEAN leaders acknowledged the seriousness of the coronavirus outbreak and 
emphasised the importance of solidarity, although without announcing specific measures. In April, 
they and their counterparts from China, Japan and South Korea agreed at an ASEAN Plus Three 
summit to strengthen cooperation on the pandemic, including by setting up a Covid-19 ASEAN 
Response Fund. The countries of the region are also helping one another bilaterally; for example, 
China has sent protective equipment and medical teams to the Philippines, which has also received 
testing kits from Singapore, while Vietnam has shared some of its supplies with Cambodia and Laos. 

Although the pandemic has made regional cooperation more necessary than ever, there are some 
areas where it has highlighted tensions. While the ASEAN Plus Three countries reaffirmed their 
commitment to open markets at their April summit, both Vietnam and Cambodia have restricted 
rice exports over concerns about food security. Social media users in Thailand, including the 
country's health minister, have blamed 'dirty' Western tourists for spreading the virus, and foreign 
residents of Cambodia have also reported xenophobic reactions. 

Meanwhile, with international attention focused on the virus, China has taken advantage of the 
situation to consolidate its presence in the South China Sea. In April 2020, it established two new 
administrative districts in waters also claimed by Vietnam and the Philippines, and adopted Chinese 
names for maritime features within them. In the same month, Beijing sent a survey ship to prospect 
for oil in Malaysia's exclusive economic zone, a Chinese warship targeted a Philippine vessel, and a 
Chinese coastguard ship rammed and sank a 
Vietnamese fishing vessel. Under President 
Duterte, the Philippines has mostly downplayed 
its dispute with China, but the latter incident drew 
an unusually strongly worded statement from 
Manila in support of Hanoi. In this tense context, 
a song released by the Chinese Embassy in the 
Philippines celebrating the two countries' 
solidarity in combating the virus only served to 
rub salt in the wound; ironically, the fishing boat 
featured in the video accompanying the song was 
a reminder of the maritime tensions with Beijing. 

Economic impact 
Each of the 10 south-east Asian economies has its own vulnerabilities. As the wealthiest country in 
the region, Singapore has plenty of international reserves to spend its way out of the crisis. On the 
other hand, as a regional hub whose foreign trade was worth a colossal 326 % of GDP in 2018, it is 
uniquely dependent on international flows of goods, services and people, which have now been 
disrupted by the virus. In Thailand, the tourism sector, which is worth US$60 billion (over 10 % of 
GDP), is at an almost complete standstill. One in eight Philippine households depends on 

South-east Asia and the US-China standoff 

Coronavirus has taken the US-China confrontation 
to a new level. Although this could mean additional 
foreign investment in south-east Asian countries, 
such as Vietnam and Thailand, as Western 
companies divert their interests from China, the 
region is heavily dependent on international 
commerce and stands to lose from a global trade 
war. Stock markets in Singapore and the Philippines 
fell sharply after Washington blamed the pandemic 
on Beijing. 

https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3084903/coronavirus-why-arent-singapore-residents-using-tracetogether
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/20/magazine/singapore-coronavirus.html
https://asean.org/storage/2020/02/ASEAN-Chairmans-Statement-on-COVID-19-FINAL.pdf
https://asean.org/storage/2020/04/Final-Joint-Statement-of-the-Special-APT-Summit-on-COVID-19.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/chinas-covid-19-diplomacy-backfires-in-the-philippines/
https://www.mfa.gov.sg/Overseas-Mission/Manila/Mission-Updates/2020/03/SG-donates-40000-COVID-19-test-kits-and-two-ventilators_20200328
https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/1922900/asean-needs-to-come-together-over-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.foodnavigator-asia.com/Article/2020/04/14/COVID-19-in-ASEAN-Protectionist-measures-threaten-global-supply-chains-as-lockdowns-persist
https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/travel/article/3076758/thai-health-minister-blames-dirty-western-tourists
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/30/cambodia-fight-discrimination-amid-pandemic
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3081275/beijing-could-face-aseans-wrath-over-naming-and-claiming-south
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3081275/beijing-could-face-aseans-wrath-over-naming-and-claiming-south
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-security-malaysia/chinese-ship-leaves-malaysian-waters-after-month-long-south-china-sea-standoff-idUSKBN22R1SN
https://www.rappler.com/nation/258783-afp-says-chinese-warship-targeted-navy-vessel-west-philippine-sea-april-2020
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/philippines-backs-vietnam-china-sinks-fishing-boat-70037606
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/chinas-covid-19-diplomacy-backfires-in-the-philippines/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/covid19-mighty-storm-singapore-reserves-heng-swee-keat-12578728
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NE.TRD.GNFS.ZS?most_recent_value_desc=true
https://thediplomat.com/2020/04/why-covid-19-will-worsen-inequality-in-thailand/
https://www.dw.com/en/us-china-trade-spat-chinas-asian-neighbors-see-record-investments/a-49150979
https://www.reuters.com/article/southeast-asia-stocks/se-asia-stocks-slump-on-us-china-tensions-over-coronavirus-idUSL4N2CM0JE
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remittances from the country's roughly 10-million strong diaspora, but as labour migrants lose their 
jobs, this source of income will dry up for many of them. Brunei's hydrocarbon-driven economy will 
suffer from the global collapse of oil prices, while textile factories in Cambodia, Myanmar and 
Indonesia have laid off workers as international brands cancel orders due to a slump in demand. 

Governments are planning huge spending increases in an attempt to avert economic catastrophe. 
Singapore's stimulus package is the most generous: measures announced to date total over 
US$80 billion, equivalent to one-fifth of the country's GDP. Malaysia plans to spend US$60 billion 
(about 17 % of GDP). The Thai package is worth US$64 billion (16 % of GDP), while Indonesia and 
Vietnam have allocated around 4 % of GDP. However, most of the remaining countries lack this kind 
of money, and their spending plans are much more modest, at 3 % of GDP or less. 

Figure 4: Economic growth in ASEAN, China and Europe, % of GDP, 2019-2021 

 

After a year of low or negative growth, all south-east Asian economies are expected to rebound in 
2021. 
Source: International Monetary Fund, April 2020. 

Governments hope that this massive injection of funding will mitigate the economic effects of the 
pandemic. Generally, Asian countries are expected to suffer much less than Europe or North 
America; some, including China and India (but not Japan), will even see modest growth, though at 
much lower levels than in previous years. According to the IMF's April 2020 forecast, south-east 
Asian economies will contract in 2020 by an average 0.7 %, a relatively small decline compared to 
the 7 % downturn experienced by the region during the 1997 Asian currency crisis, or the losses of 
around 6 % expected in Europe and North America. Like the rest of the world, south-east Asia is 
expected to rebound in 2021, enjoying higher than pre-crisis levels of growth. 

Research suggests that economic growth in high-income south-east Asian countries is more severely 
affected by health crises than in low-income ones; in line with this trend, Singapore will see the 
deepest recession of its history as an independent state (-3.5 %; in May 2020, the Singapore 
government was even more pessimistic, forecasting a downturn in the range of -4 to -7 % for the year); 
Malaysia will also be hit hard (-1.7 %). By contrast, most of the region will post growth rates in the range 
of 0-2 %. The main exception is Thailand: already faltering even before the pandemic and heavily 
reliant on tourism, its economy will shrink by -6.7 %. On the other hand, benefiting from effective 
management of the pandemic and early emergence from lockdown, Vietnam will grow by 2.7 %. 

The EU's response 
Facing similar challenges, the EU and ASEAN are cooperating on the pandemic. In March 2020, the 
two sides held a ministerial-level video-conference between EU High Representative, Josep Borell, 
EU Crisis Management Commissioner, Janez Lenarčič, Singaporean Foreign Affairs Minister, Vivian 
Balakrishnan, and others. Since then, the EU has taken several specific measures: for example, south-
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east Asian scientists have been invited to participate in 18 coronavirus research projects funded by 
the EU's Horizon 2020 programme. 

In April 2020, the EU announced a 'Team Europe' coronavirus package, re-allocating €20 billion from 
existing development aid programmes of the European Commission, the European Investment 
Bank and the Member States. Some €350 million of this will go to south-east Asia, for example, for 
helping to distribute gloves, masks and disinfectant in Myanmar, Laos and the Philippines, providing 
food and emergency assistance to vulnerable groups in Malaysia and the Philippines, and financially 
supporting female textile workers in Myanmar who have lost their jobs. On top of this, the EU will 
donate €50 million in additional humanitarian aid – mostly for Africa and the Middle East, but some 
for Rohingya people who have fled persecution in Myanmar. 

After several international fashion companies announced that they were cancelling orders from 
textile factories in south and south-east Asia, several members of the European Parliament called on 
the European Commission to insist that EU companies pay for orders that had already been placed. 
Cambodia's textile sector will probably also be affected by the EU's February 2020 decision to 
partially suspend its Everything But Arms (EBA) preferential trading scheme, after the government 
(in the words of Malaysian parliamentarian, Charles Santiago) 'hammered the final nail in the coffin 
for Cambodian democracy' by banning the main opposition party. Unless the European Parliament 
and Council object, this means that from August 2020, some Cambodian footwear and textile 
products can no longer be exported to EU markets duty-free. Before the pandemic, the textile sector 
provided a livelihood for 750 000 workers and their families, altogether around one-eighth of the 
country's population. Once the EBA decision comes into effect, some of Cambodia's main exports 
will be at a competitive disadvantage compared to similar products from Myanmar and Bangladesh, 
which will still be exempt from EU import duties. To mitigate the effects of job losses, some of the 
above-mentioned €350 million EU aid package will be used to provide social protection for 
Cambodia's unemployed and create new job opportunities.  
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