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THE PANDEMIC SPREADS AND 
THE WORLD RESPONDS  

BY RALPH COSSA, PACIFIC FORUM  &  
BRAD GLOSSERMAN, TAMA 
UNIVERSITY CRS/PACIFIC FORUM 

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged the 
international community’s ability to respond, 
and looks to take a heavy and enduring toll on 
the global economy. International focus on the 
pandemic should not cause us to overlook other 
significant events: increased Chinese 
assertiveness in the South China Sea and toward 
Hong Kong and Taiwan, growing China-
Australia tensions, the non-summit between 
President Trump and ASEAN leaders, South 
Korean elections, and a dispute over host nation 
support which raised questions about the ROK-
US alliance. Meanwhile, the disappearance of 
Kim Jong Un from the public eye raised 
questions about how prepared the world is for 
dealing with a sudden leadership change on the 
Korean Peninsula. 

 
COVID-19 OVERTAKES JAPAN AND 
THE UNITED STATES  

BY SHEILA A. SMITH, COUNCIL ON 
FOREIGN RELATIONS  &  CHARLES 
MCCLEAN, UNIVERSITY OF 
CALIFORNIA, SAN DIEGO  

It took time for Tokyo and Washington to 
understand the scope of the COVID-19 crisis, as 
the virus continues to spread in both Japan and 
the United States. The routine that would 
normally define US-Japan relations has been set 
aside, but it is too early to draw inferences about 
what this pandemic might mean for the 
relationship, for Asia, or indeed for the world. At 
the very least, the disease confounded plans in 

the United States and Japan for 2020. COVID-19 
upended the carefully developed agenda for 
post-Abe leadership transitions in Japan and 
threw President Trump, already campaigning 
for re-election in the November presidential 
race, into a chaotic scramble to cope with the 
worst crisis in a century. 

 
US-CHINA RELATIONS HIT 
NEW LOWS AMID PANDEMIC  

BY BONNIE GLASER, CSIS  &  KELLY 
FLAHERTY, CSIS  

The COVID-19 virus sent US-China relations 
into a tailspin as 2020 opened. Recriminations 
flew over who was responsible for the virus that 
killed hundreds of thousands of people and 
brought economic activity to a halt. The Trump 
administration took a series of measures against 
Chinese media organizations and journalists in 
the United States, which provoked Beijing to 
expel US journalists working in China. The 
Phase 1 trade deal was signed, and some tariffs 
were lifted, though the COVID-19 outbreak 
hampered China’s ability to purchase the 
promised amount of US goods and services. With 
the 2020 US presidential election picking up 
speed, Trump campaign strategists are actively 
targeting China. 

 
FAILING TO FIND COMMON 
CAUSE 

BY ROB YORK, PACIFIC FORUM & 
HARRY KAZIANIS, CENTER FOR 
NATIONAL INTEREST  

The US impasse with both Koreas carried over 
into 2020, with little official contact with North 
Korea and negotiations with South Korea over 
troop burden-sharing going into overtime. The 
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global pandemic forced all three governments to 
make sharp adjustments, with President Trump 
reaching out to both Seoul and Pyongyang to 
either offer or solicit assistance. But in both 
cases, the rifts appear too deep to forget, even in 
the face of a shared catastrophe like COVID-19. 

 
FIGHTING THE PANDEMIC, 
ASEAN BRACES FOR 
ECONOMIC PAIN  

BY CATHARIN DALPINO, GEORGETOWN 
UNIVERSITY  

Many Southeast Asian countries’ growth rates 
have been stripped to near zero by COVID-19, 
and leaders expect a crisis that could exceed that 
of the Asian Financial Crisis. The pandemic 
defined Southeast Asia’s diplomatic relations 
from March, with high-level meetings moved to 
video conferences. The US-ASEAN summit, 
scheduled for March 24, was postponed but no 
new date has been announced. With US elections 
ramping up and questions about the COVID-19 
pandemic outstanding, a 2020 US-ASEAN 
summit appears unlikely. 

 
FROM LOW PRIORITY TO 
HIGH TENSIONS 

BY ROBERT SUTTER, GEORGE 
WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY  &  CHIN-
HAO HUANG, YALE-NUS COLLEGE   

For most of the first four months of 2020, 
China’s generally low priority treatment of 
Southeast Asia featured cooperation on the 
coronavirus, standard treatment of South China 
Sea issues, and a visit by Xi Jinping to Myanmar. 
However, April saw tensions rise in the South 
China Sea, with an increase in US criticism of 
Chinese actions and US military moves against 
Chinese challenges as well as Chinese initiatives 
and ongoing provocations. 

 

 

 

 
CORONAVIRUS EMBITTERS 
CROSS-STRAIT RELATIONS  

BY DAVID G. BROWN, JOHNS HOPKINS 
SCHOOL OF ADVANCED 
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES  &  KYLE 
CHURCHMAN, JOHNS HOPKINS 
UNIVERSITY 

After President Tsai Ing-wen won re-election 
and her Democratic Progressive Party retained 
its legislative majority, COVID-19 dominated the 
news, further embittered cross-strait relations, 
and provoked a sharp confrontation over 
Taiwan’s involvement in the World Health 
Organization. Beijing conducted more military 
operations near the island in response to 
concern that Taiwan is pushing independence, 
and the Trump and Tsai administrations 
strengthened ties. The opposition Kuomintang 
chose a younger, reform-minded leader 
following the latest in a series of defeats. 

 
TESTING TIMES 

BY AIDAN FOSTER-CARTER, LEEDS 
UNIVERSITY, UK  

Inter-Korean relations stayed frozen in the early 
part of 2020. ROK President Moon Jae-in’s 
outreach was hardly reciprocated by Kim Jong 
Un, whose sister snapped back when Seoul 
mildly criticized Pyongyang’s missile launches 
in March. For both Koreas the challenge of 
COVID-19 was overwhelming, yet the North 
refused any cooperation on this. In April Moon’s 
liberal party scored a big win in parliamentary 
elections; two DPRK defectors gained seats for 
the conservative opposition. Kim caused a global 
media frenzy by briefly vanishing from view. 
Moon has less than two years left in office, so 
Kim’s shunning of him looks short-sighted. 
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CHINA-KOREA RELATIONS 
UNDER QUARANTINE  

SCOTT SNYDER,  COUNCIL ON FOREIGN 
RELATIONS & SEE-WON BYUN, SAN 
FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY  

The outbreak of COVID-19, first in China and 
then in South Korea, placed plans for a highly 
anticipated summit between Xi Jinping and 
Moon Jae-in on hold. Beijing and Seoul’s 
priorities focused on fighting the virus together 
through aid exchanges, a new inter-agency 
mechanism led by their foreign ministries, and 
multilateral cooperation with Japan and ASEAN. 
As cases spread across borders, political 
frictions emerged over entry bans and relief 
supplies. The public health crisis triggered 
efforts to mitigate its socioeconomic 
repercussions, raising questions over  long-
term US influence. The virus also dramatically 
interrupted the normal diplomatic and 
economic interactions between China and North 
Korea. 

 

SINO-JAPANESE RELATIONS: 
IN A HOLDING PATTERN  

BY JUNE TEUFEL DREYER, UNIVERSITY 
OF MIAMI  

Politically, the major news in Japan-China 
relations was that Xi Jinping’s long-anticipated 
state visit was postponed. While the coronavirus 
was a factor, the two sides had also been unable 
to agree on the text of the Fourth Communiqué, 
and there was considerable opposition within 
Japan to the visit due to issues between them. 
Several major Japanese companies announced 
major investments in the People’s Republic of 
China, even as the Japanese government agreed 
to subsidize companies to move their supply 
chains out of the country. 

 

 

 

 
PRAGMATIC STABILITY, 
LATENT TENSIONS  

BY MINTARO OBA, WEST WING 
WRITERS &  JI-YOUNG LEE, AMERICAN 
UNIVERSITY   

In the first months of 2020, Japan and South 
Korea maintained pragmatic stability despite a 
brief flare-up over travel restrictions. The need 
to prioritize recovery from COVID-19 pushed 
both countries to focus on domestic issues. With 
the landslide victory of the ruling Democratic 
Party in April parliamentary elections in South 
Korea, it is not likely that Seoul’s approach to 
bilateral disputes with Tokyo will undergo 
fundamental change anytime soon. With the US 
presidential election six months away, 
stalemate in US-South Korea military cost-
sharing talks and volatility surrounding North 
Korea form an important backdrop to 
uncertainties in the South Korea-Japan bilateral 
relationship. By September, we may know 
whether it is pragmatic stability or latent 
tension that is the defining force in South 
Korea-Japan relations in 2020.  

 
ENDING STRATEGIC 
DISTANCING IN THE ERA OF 
SOCIAL DISTANCING  

BY YU BIN, WITTENBERG UNIVERSITY  

In the first four months of 2020, as COVID-19 
raged throughout the world, Russia and China 
increased, and even intensified, their diplomatic 
interactions, mutual support, and strategic 
coordination. Patience for maintaining an 
informal entente, rather than an alliance, 
seemed to be running thin. This happened even 
as the city of Moscow’s own brief “Chinese 
exclusion” policy evoked sharp dissonance in 
China’s public space. These developments 
occurred against the backdrop of a Middle East 
crisis and political shakeup in Russia. As the rest 
of the world sank into a state of despair, 
disconnect, and devastation, the two large 
powers moved visibly toward each other amid an 
increasing backlash from the US, particularly 
regarding China’s early actions in the pandemic. 
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GREAT DISRUPTION: 
UNCERTAINTY OVER THE 
INDO-PACIFIC  

BY KEI KOGA, NANYANG 
TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY 

Japan and Southeast Asia faced completely 
different situations in 2019 and 2020 because of 
the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
2019, Japan-Southeast Asia relations were 
continuously positive. One of the major 
developments among Southeast Asian states 
was the creation of the “ASEAN Outlook on the 
Indo-Pacific,” (AOIP) which resonated with the 
principles in Japan’s “Free and Open Indo-
Pacific” (FOIP) concept. As a result, Japan 
expressed explicit support for AOIP. 
Functionally, they made progress, particularly 
in the fields of defense, infrastructure 
development, and digital, as illustrated by 
various Japanese initiatives—“Vientiane 
Vision2.0,” “Initiative on Overseas Loan and 
Investment for ASEAN,” and “Data Free Flow 
with Trust.” As such, both Japan and Southeast 
Asian states began to synthesize their respective 
visions of the Indo-Pacific and to establish 
concrete cooperative mechanisms. Diplomatic 
momentum was put on halt in 2020 as COVID-
19 spread. While Japan, Southeast Asian states, 
and ASEAN made efforts to coordinate counter-
measures, share information and best practices, 
and provide mutual assistance through 
teleconferences such as the Special ASEAN Plus 
Three Summit on Coronavirus Disease 2019 in 
April 2020, each state faces different social and 
political situations, making it difficult to 
cooperate. As such, great uncertainty looms over 
Japan-Southeast Asia cooperation in the Indo-
Pacific. 

PacNet commentaries and responses represent the 
views of the respective authors. Click here to 
request a PacNet subscription. 
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