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Editor’s Note
Mohtar Mas’oed

Suci Lestari Yuana

	 Welcome to the latest issue of  the Global South Review. This edition offers a compelling 

collection of  articles that explore critical and interrelated themes affecting the Global 

South. The featured papers provide in-depth analyses of  technological, socio-economic, and 

geopolitical issues, emphasizing the complex interplay between local realities and global 

dynamics.

	 Our first article, “Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: Resignification of  

Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid” by Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara, brings 

to light the politicization of  Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the Global South. Warganegara 

argues that AI, once perceived as a neutral tool, now embodies biases that reflect and 

perpetuate existing power dynamics and inequalities. This transformation towards AI 

colonialism is particularly pronounced in Sub-Saharan Africa, where AI-driven technologies 

exacerbate racial segregation and social inequalities, leading to what the author terms “Digital 

Apartheid.” This article calls for urgent discussions on digital and AI ethics, emphasizing the 

need for regulatory frameworks to prevent profit-driven misuse of  AI and ensure equitable 

technological development. The critical takeaway here is the recognition of  AI not merely 

as a technological tool but as a socio-political entity that can reinforce or disrupt existing 

hierarchies.

	 In “Stakeholders Alignment in CSR Implementation in Southeast Asian Agro-

industry,” Nabila Talitha Sani, Rakyan Sekar Kinanti Mutiara, and Kevin Rendra 

Pratama address the misalignment of  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programs by 

multinational corporations in Southeast Asia. Through the lens of  Stakeholder Theory, the 

authors highlight the disconnect between corporate CSR initiatives and the actual needs of  

local communities. This misalignment is often driven by limited consumer literacy and the 

political and commercial branding efforts within ASEAN. The key takeaway from this study 

is the necessity for corporations to better align their CSR strategies with the specific needs and 

contexts of  the communities they serve, ensuring that CSR initiatives are genuinely beneficial 

rather than superficially aligned with corporate interests.

	 Priagung Arif  Budi Wibawa, Rivelda P. Heatubun, I Gede Wahyu Widnyana, and Yusril 

Ihza Mahendra’s article, “Navigating the Pacific: Solomon Islands Attempt to Gain Influence 

in the Middle of  China-US Rivalry,” provides a geopolitical perspective on the Solomon 

Islands’ strategic decisions amidst the intensifying China-US rivalry. The authors explore 

how the Solomon Islands leverages its geopolitical significance to balance relations between 
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these two great powers. The study reveals that the Solomon Islands’ strategic maneuvers are 

informed by both intrinsic and derivative power, offering a nuanced understanding of  how 

small states can navigate international tensions to their advantage. The overarching theme 

here is the strategic agency of  small states in global geopolitics, which can lead to mutually 

beneficial relationships even amidst great power rivalries.

	 Carlos David Zavarce Velasquez’s “Understanding South-South Cooperation: A 

Comparative Analysis with North-South Cooperation Approaches” revisits the ideological and 

political foundations of  South-South Cooperation. The paper contrasts this with North-South 

Cooperation, highlighting the unique ideological, institutional, and strategic dimensions that 

characterize South-South initiatives. The comparative analysis underscores the diversity and 

strategic autonomy of  Global South countries in shaping their developmental trajectories. 

The key takeaway is the importance of  understanding the distinct dynamics and potentials of  

South-South Cooperation as a vital instrument for sustainable development and geopolitical 

solidarity within the Global South.

	 Lastly, Rizki Faisal Ali’s “Telkom Indonesia’s Strategy for Business Expansion in the 

Global Market in the Digital Era” examines the challenges and opportunities faced by PT. 

Telekomunikasi Indonesia (Telkom) in the context of  rapid digital transformation. The analysis 

emphasizes the need for Telkom to adapt its strategies to navigate the complex interplay 

of  globalization, technological advancements, and regulatory environments. The article 

proposes strategic approaches for Telkom to strengthen its domestic market position while 

expanding globally. The overarching lesson here is the necessity for state-owned enterprises in 

the Global South to innovate and adapt in response to global digital trends while maintaining 

their foundational roles in national development.

	 Collectively, these articles underscore the interdependencies between technology, 

corporate strategies, geopolitical maneuvers, and cooperative frameworks in the Global South. 

They highlight the need for nuanced, context-specific approaches to address the challenges 

and harness the opportunities that arise within these interconnected spheres. As always, we 

aim to provide a platform for diverse voices and perspectives, fostering informed dialogue and 

promoting a deeper understanding of  the Global South’s unique challenges and contributions 

to the global landscape.

Sincerely,

Mohtar Mas’oed – Editor in Chief

Suci Lestari Yuana – Managing Editor 
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Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara 	 Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: 
Resignification of  Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid

The study explores the evolving role of  Artificial Intelligence (AI) beyond its perceived neutrality, delving 
into its politicization particularly in the Global South’s digitalization context. It argues that once seen 
as a neutral problem-solving tool, AI has transformed into a politically charged entity, embodying biases 
rooted in its creation and training processes. This transformation marks a shift towards AI colonialism, 
where corporate interests intertwine with extensive data extraction practices, raising concerns about 
extractive colonial power dynamics. The discourse of  AI colonialism underscores the interdependence 
of  AI, corporate interests, and the extraction of  meaning, prompting a re-evaluation of  regulatory 
frameworks to mitigate profit-driven activities. Furthermore, the article examines how AI’s intersection 
with data extraction facilitates societal surveillance, leading to Digital Apartheid in Sub-Saharan 
Africa—a manifestation of  racial capitalism in the digital age. This Digital Apartheid perpetuates social 
segregation based on race through AI-driven technologies, exacerbating biases that disproportionately 
affect people of  color. The article advocates for open discussions on digital and AI ethics to address these 
challenges to counteract racial discrimination and foster a more inclusive and equitable technological 
landscape. Overall, the abstract highlights the complex socio-political dimensions of  AI, urging for 
proactive measures to mitigate its negative impacts and ensure fair and just technological development.

Keywords: artificial intelligence; AI coloniality; digital apartheid; racial capitalism

Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara 

Department of  Development Studies, 
SOAS University of  London, United Kingdom
713175@soas.ac.uk

Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: 

Resignification of Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid

Introduction
Artificial Intelligence, commonly 

known as AI, has become a powerful tool 

in solving socio-political issues, especially in 

boosting economic growth, eliminating pov-

erty, and transforming government bureau-

cracy (Forbes Technology Council, 2019). It 

has emerged as a promising solution, called 

the ‘art of  government’, to achieve sustain-

able development, particularly in countries 

that rely on the informal sector and gig econ-

omy. According to McKinsey & Company’s 

report (2023), AI refers to a machine’s cog-

nitive capability to perform tasks typically 

associated with human intelligence, such as 

problem-solving, learning, reasoning, per-

ceiving, interacting with the environment, 

and even demonstrating creativity. Compa-

nies that implement AI can enhance their 

efficiency and profitability. The rise of  AI 

doi: 10.22146/globalsouth.94333
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adoption in the financial technology indus-

try, regulatory sandboxes, and start-up com-

panies is considered a panacea for various so-

cial problems, promising innovation to tackle 

complex social, economic, and political chal-

lenges (McKinsey & Company, 2023). Nev-

ertheless, the discourse on AI’s technological 

advancement offers a comprehensive frame-

work of  ‘AI Solutions’, which often leads 

to a shifting view towards ‘AI Coloniality’, 

where its potential problematic effects over-

shadow the promises of  AI’s utopian ideals 

in the recent decade.

According to Subex (2023), AI Solu-

tions is a terminology of  utilizing Artificial 

Intelligence through deep Machine Learning 

and translating it into real cases and prob-

lems. It executes the real problems humans 

face, which are straightforward to society as 

a problem-solving mechanism. 

Nelson Maldonado-Torres (2007) 

emphasizes that coloniality differs from colo-

nialism in terms of  its operationalization, but 

it has the same power influence that controls 

certain people and regions in the world. Co-

loniality is an emerging power structure re-

sulting from colonial legacy, which operates 

beyond colonial administration. In the era of  

imperialism and neoliberalism, coloniality is 

perpetuated by culture, labor, power, knowl-

edge production, and technology (Malda-

no-Torres, 2007, as cited in Ndlovu-Gatshe-

ni, 2015). Knowledge production is crucial 

in maintaining colonial legacies, especially 

in digitization and technological advance-

ments, which uphold businesses’ power in 

different countries. Giant technology com-

panies like Facebook, HSBC, and Google 

mainly use AI to extract data over what they 

perceive as a development ‘trusteeship’ of  

technology in Africa, which needs further re-

vision (Birhane, 2023). Campaigns like ‘Con-

necting the Unconnected’ by Facebook, ‘Build-

ing a Future on Bytes and Boxes’ by HSBC, and 

‘Equiano’ by Google, named after a Nigerian 

boy named Olaudah Equiano, highlight the 

problematic aspects of  AI usage (Broussard, 

2018).

The concept of  freeing individuals 

from the enduring effects of  colonialism and 

enslavement has led to a new perspective on 

knowledge creation. The fusion of  human 

rights and technology has become integral to 

promoting pro-market strategies, but it has 

been at the cost of  authentic human rights. 

One illustration of  this is the emergence of  

Bretton Woods Institutions and the rise of  

post-Washington Consensus eta, where hu-

man rights become a mainstream policy in 

good governance, including the World Bank, 

the IMF, OECD, and the UN (Whyte, 2019). 

Consequently, the idea of  AI serving as a 

panacea for societal challenges has lost sig-

nificance, resulting in heightened social strife, 

monopolistic markets, and disparities due 

to this mainstreaming human rights policy. 

This has led to questioning the positionality 

of  ethics and its possible narrative critically.

This article aims to explore the nexus 

between AI, colonialism, and Digital Apart-

heid and answer two significant questions: 

(1) What does the shift in meaning from 

‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’ signify in 

the context of  digitization, and how can we 

comprehend it in light of  data extraction in 

Africa? (2) Why does data extraction perpet-
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uate ‘AI Coloniality’ and create a discourse 

of  Digital Apartheid under capitalism’s 

mode of  production in Africa? The study 

argues that data extraction intensifies the 

shifting attitude towards AI in the digital 

realm, which maximizes profit over social 

welfare and neglects political consequenc-

es and public governance within the state. 

In the context of  AI colonialism, corporate 

tech monopolies, including FinTech, start-up 

companies, and regulatory sandboxes, often 

engage in the discourse of  data extraction. 

The pattern of  corporate data extraction be-

came a source of  conquest, inventing a legal 

framework to perpetuate, legitimize, and 

justify inequalities within the Global South 

and post-colonial countries. In addition, the 

notion of  ‘AI Solutions’ utilizes a racial ar-

gument as a racial control in several regions, 

shaping the ‘norm’ surveilling civil society’s 

behavior within states, known as the Digital 

Apartheid. Digital Apartheid is a relatively 

new terminology in this research where the 

colonial legacy as a form of  power perpetu-

ates within the era of  digitalization and the 

emergence of  emergency in the 21st century. 

This article delves into the historical 

context of  AI solutions concerning capital-

ism. It critically analyzes the prevalent dis-

course on data extraction, which falsely rep-

resents human capital as natural. The article 

argues that the shift from ‘solving with’ to 

‘colonizing with’ AI has resulted in data be-

ing used as a form of  colonial subjugation, 

leading to Digital Apartheid. While the ar-

ticle acknowledges the importance of  tech-

nological advancements and government 

capacity, it also presents a broader epistemo-

logical debate on the socio-political trajec-

tory of  technology. The primary concern is 

not the development of  AI itself  but rather 

the extractive business model of  neoliberal 

capitalism, which bears similarities to the co-

lonial era before 1945. The article employs 

an intersectional critical political economy 

framework that draws from Marxist, post-co-

lonial, and post-structural theorists to pres-

ent a comprehensive understanding.

Methodology
This study employed a qualitative 

methodology to examine the shifting atti-

tudes toward Artificial Intelligence in so-

cial and political spheres. Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA) was used to supplement the 

analysis of  the AI narrative presented by 

major technology corporations in the Glob-

al South. The study contrasts the discourse 

of  AI as a positive force for society with the 

effects of  colonialism, resulting in a shift in 

attitudes towards technology. Fairclough 

notes that CDA challenges established social 

order by utilizing normative and semiotic 

traditions from the social sciences (Schiffrin 

& Tannen, 2001). The research relied on sec-

ondary sources, including journal articles, 

websites, historical records, newspapers, on-

line and digital campaigns, and data from 

multinational corporations and internation-

al governmental organizations. The prima-

ry purpose of  utilizing the critical discourse 

analysis tradition was to demonstrate that 

technology has a political stance and is not 

neutral. 

Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara 	 Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: 
Resignification of  Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid



	 Global South Review10

While it may be neutral as machinery 

and goods, it can be highly political when 

utilized by people for specific purposes, espe-

cially in the context of  technology develop-

ment in the Global South, as conveyed by big 

tech companies in the Global North. Overall, 

this study heavily focuses on the global con-

text and offers a glimpse into Sub-Saharan 

Africa as a continent. The historical geneal-

ogy of  colonialism and capitalism in Africa 

is well-suited to building an argument for AI 

Colonialism and Digital Apartheid in the 

context of  the knowledge production narra-

tive in the Global North. It provides a holis-

tic understanding that online campaigns are 

part of  political tools used to maximize prof-

it in the context of  the technology business 

ecosystem. It also directs the discourse of  the 

political economy of  platforms and AI.

The Trajectories of Artificial Intelli-

gence (AI)
In today’s increasingly interconnect-

ed world, Artificial Intelligence (AI) has be-

come a vital tool for addressing various chal-

lenges across various sectors. Its ability to 

improve society without political bias makes 

it valuable in tackling issues such as educa-

tion, healthcare, finance, and governance 

(Forbes Technology Council, 2019). Accord-

ing to Dr. Thomas Ferretti (2023), The Ethics 

and Politics of  Artificial Intelligence, AI is a neu-

tral form of  knowledge focused on specific 

skills rather than political agendas.

“Because technology like artificial intelli-

gence (AI) and machine learning (ML) can be un-

derstood as the knowledge of  specific techniques, 

skills, and know-how, this perspective has led 

many to perceive technology itself  is neutral: only 

the way we decide to use it in society determines 

whether it has good or bad effects...”

(Ferretti, 2023).

However, while AI technology holds 

immense potential for utilization by individ-

uals, corporations, and international entities, 

its practical implementation in the real world 

has sparked a contentious debate within the 

field. As one of  the most influential players 

in the tech industry, Google has been active-

ly advocating for the use of  AI to accelerate 

global development goals in underdeveloped 

regions of  the world, particularly the Global 

South (Manyika, 2022). With this in mind, 

Google established the Google AI Centre in 

Ghana, aiming to address a long-standing is-

sue that threatens the country’s food security 

and overall safety: the timely detection and 

containment of  potential disease outbreaks 

(Manyika, 2022).

The exponential growth of  Meta AI 

in developing Machine Learning (ML) tech-

nology has also proliferated by 2.4 times 

globally in the last two years, from 2019 to 

2021 (Gupta et al., 2020). This growth is not 

limited to Google alone. Additionally, the 

amount of  generated data increases, reaching 

the exabyte scale or an extraordinarily large 

unit of  data (Wu et al., 2021). While these 

developments are considered neutral tools, 

they undoubtedly have specific intentions 

and impacts on society and environmental 

issues. Big technology corporations have a 

trusteeship to build sustainable development 

agendas, but this can become a tricky tool for 

appointed states, especially with narratives 

such as “developing the undeveloped,” “con-

Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara 	 Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: 
Resignification of  Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid
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necting the unconnected,” and “banking the un-

banked” (Broussard, 2018). These narratives 

are significant justifications for profit maxi-

mization and market monopolization in the 

Sub-Saharan Africa continent, where Silicon 

Valley powerhouses such as Facebook, Goo-

gle, and Netflix dominate nearly all of  Afri-

ca’s digital ecosystem, threatening the local 

market economy of  platforms (Kwet, 2019a).

Relationship of Racial Capitalism and 

Coloniality Power in AI
The interconnectedness of  colonial-

ism, capitalism, and data extraction relies on 

the concept of  racialism as a “legacy” of  co-

lonialism and an imaginary line between the 

Orient and the Occident (Said, 1978). Accord-

ing to Arun Kundnani (2023), the origins of  

modern capitalism predate the existence of  

pre-capitalist societies, and capitalists use ra-

cialized arguments to weaken social ties and 

contracts in working-class communities. El-

len Meiksins Wood (2017) supports this view 

and argues that racialism serves the interests 

of  capitalists in wealth accumulation in all 

social contexts while shifting attention away 

from the fundamental problem of  work-

ing-class and capitalist relationships, which 

are characterized by fragmentation and dis-

placement. For Wood, racialism works best 

under the capitalistic mode of  production 

where exploitation does not occur in the 

social status. However, it works closely un-

der political-economic relations through the 

market (Wood, 2017). Racialism also divides 

the working class and the capitalists, making 

it harder to recognize the legacy of  violence, 

slavery, wealth accumulation, and capital-

ism. Cedric Robinson, who actively opposed 

racial discrimination within the capitalistic 

superstructure from California to South Af-

rica (Kundnani, 2023), retained the idea of  

combining racialism and capitalism. 

Cedric Robinson introduces the con-

cept of  “racial capitalism,” a prevalent ter-

minology between two intertwined units: 

racialism and capitalism. He argues that all 

forms of  capitalism are racial capitalism, 

always relying on racialized arguments, re-

gardless of  how capitalism operates (Robin-

son, 2019). In his book Black Capitalism, Rob-

inson uses the word “Black” not only to refer 

to skin color or a distinct race but also as a 

discourse of  solidarity, meaning that all peo-

ple have the same politics and political fate in 

every country, including African, Afro-Ca-

ribbean, and Asian people (Robinson, 2019). 

It is a shifting discourse where “Black” is a 

form of  political liberation for all alienated 

people of  color. So, how can we understand 

racial capitalism as part of  coloniality? For 

Robinson, racial capitalism is an inseparable 

social system and structure that perpetuates 

the existing power relations between racial-

ism and capitalism, not stopping the pre-cap-

italist social structure of  apartheid and racial 

slavery. According to him, the origins of  this 

issue are intertwined with European racism 

or “racialism,” a phenomenon that existed 

before the emergence of  capitalism, colonial-

ism, and the slave trade. This issue permeates 

the fundamental structures of  Western cul-

ture, which posits a “racial calculus” that has 

been perpetuated and elaborated upon by 

successive European ruling powers and pro-

pagandists, both secular and clerical, dating 
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back to the twelfth century at the very least 

(Robinson, 2019).

AI colonialism uses the same logic 

of  colonial power as the architecture of  dig-

italization and technological advancement, 

which is thoroughly embedded within the 

concept of  racial capitalism. As Michael 

Kwet (2019a) exemplifies, digital colonial-

ism aims to maximize profits through big 

technology companies that exert their pow-

er in the Global South. Surveillance capa-

bilities and data accumulation have opened 

coloniality in the digital era, such as using 

data software, computational infrastructure, 

cloud computing, and Artificial Intelligence 

(Kwet, 2019a). The main difference between 

classic and AI colonialism is their required 

raw material. Data is a novel type of  raw 

material in the digital era and functions as 

a consequential commodity in the world of  

technology for expanding the business mod-

el of  big technology companies. Google and 

Facebook, along with their rivals Alibaba and 

Tencent, use their customers’ data as a polit-

ical tool to combine their use and exchange 

values (Kwet, 2019a). These functions can 

generate personalized ads and track the be-

havior of  their customers, which could lead 

to the idea of  racial surveillance and digital 

apartheid.

From Fetishizing AI to Colonizing AI
The widespread impact of  AI on var-

ious sectors has sparked a socio-political de-

bate about its role in society. Some express 

concern that AI may be over-hyped and mys-

tified. While AI has undoubtedly brought 

advancements and solutions in the digital 

space, there is a risk of  society placing too 

much trust in this intangible asset that relies 

on Big Data and Cloud Computing (Feretti, 

2023). This trust and legitimization come 

from various stakeholders, including nation-

al and international entities, and the power 

dynamics between big tech companies and 

government authorities. To address these 

concerns, Digital Switzerland (Eichensehr, 

2019) has emerged as a popular idea in the 

technology ecosystem and government pol-

icies, emphasizing the need for cooperation 

between corporations and government. It’s 

worth noting that big tech companies are not 

opposed to the idea of  digital governance. 

They view AI as a neutral tool without 

any political leanings in its implementation 

(Eichensehr, 2019).

Although the idea of  Digital Switzer-

land as a means of  improving AI technolo-

gy is a popular topic, it must be recognized 

that this discussion is highly political and 

involves various power relations and inter-

pretations. The choice of  Switzerland as a 

comparison word within the digitalization 

of  AI is reasonable, as many neutral inter-

national organizations have headquarters 

in Geneva. However, it is important to note 

that Switzerland’s image as a neutral coun-

try does not apply to the historical political 

economy and establishment of  market-driv-

en capitalism (Singh, 1977). Switzerland has 

a pro-market-driven policy of  neoliberalism 

that aligns with the AI business models of  

big technology corporations. Neoliberalism 

was first introduced by the Mont Pelerin So-

ciety in 1948 in Switzerland, and it reflects 

the birth of  market-driven policy in the ge-
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nealogy of  capitalism (Whyte, 2019). This 

approach minimizes government authorities 

and regulations of  businesses, and it has al-

lowed U.S. big technology companies, such 

as Facebook, Apple, Microsoft, and Google, 

to exert power relations vis-à-vis government 

policies. These companies have over 1.47 

billion daily active users worldwide, mak-

ing them a significant force in the AI tech-

nology-based business landscape (Wu et al., 

2021).

Second, the big technology compa-

nies are not impartial and politically neu-

tral without any intentions. All the Silicon 

Valley corporations join in products down-

stream in Global Value Chains (GVCs) and 

Global Production Networks (GPNs), where 

they have all headquarters back in the Unit-

ed States (Birhane, 2023). Although Google 

built a Google AI Centre in Accra, Ghana, 

as a retrieving tool for urban planning devel-

opment, such as mapping buildings, forecast-

ing floods, predicting locusts, and enhancing 

education, all the AI implementation and the 

knowledge production of  AI have come from 

the United States which emerge to be a new 

form of  colonialism: data extraction and sur-

veillance (Nelson & Walcott-Bryant, 2023). 

The concept of  AI reappropriation involves 

merging the extractive practices of  capital-

ism from colonialism’s past with the abstract 

notions of  use and exchange value in AI and 

data. Despite discussions surrounding AI co-

loniality, it remains impossible to disregard 

the truth behind extractive data mining and 

its role in generating profits. Therefore, data 

can be considered a new form of  raw materi-

al and commodity that exists both abstractly 

and concretely.

Subjectification of Data in AI Coloni-

ality 
Data is a vital commodity in AI tech-

nology, much like oil in our society’s digital 

architecture and data processing practices. 

However, AI coloniality arises from the nor-

malization of  resource extraction and the 

shifting meaning of  data (Birhane, 2023). 

There are two arguments to consider when 

discussing data as a part of  colonial subjec-

tivity and digital commodity extraction by 

big tech companies. Firstly, civil society un-

consciously shares its data daily, creating a 

narrative of  trusteeship towards consumers 

and users. This promotes a colonial mindset 

of  primitive accumulation that prioritizes 

data for profit-driven purposes and fast-tracks 

economic growth on national and interna-

tional levels. Secondly, corporations harness 

individual data owners to advance their AI 

technology, resulting in power dynamics 

within society and the political economy or-

der (Birhane, 2023). This process, known as 

accumulation by dispossession, allows com-

panies to accumulate data to enhance their 

AI capabilities while society and individual 

users remain unaware of  exploitation. It is 

crucial to understand that data is not merely 

an intangible concept or a vague metric but 

an ongoing discourse that fuels power dy-

namics within our society.

Second, data extraction can lead to 

a new form of  colonialism in everyday life, 

creating a new social knowledge produc-

tion within the age of  AI technology. As 

Nick Couldry and Ulises A. Mejias (2019) 
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confirm, this phenomenon generates a new 

social relation within the political order, 

processing raw data inputs to create new 

economic value. Even before the widespread 

use of  AI technology, data has always been 

closely related to social life, as Bruce Schein-

er (2015) pointed out, meaning the politiciza-

tion of  data has already emerged within the 

social structure. Big technology corporations 

use individual data to track their consumer’s 

behavior and personalize recommendations 

that appear to be a natural fit. However, this 

process creates ‘data doubles’ where digital 

duplication of  an individual’s life happens 

and spreads across multi-platform informa-

tion systems (Jones, 2018).

In South Africa, the use of  Smart Net-

works Camera for civil society surveillance 

perpetuates the Digital Apartheid, fueled by 

racial tensions within capitalism, particular-

ly in a region marked by a long and painful 

history of  apartheid. This is an illustration 

of  AI coloniality. The Smart Network Cam-

era that manifests as a CCTV Surveillance is 

a product manufactured by Vumacam Ltd. 

that was originally used to combat crime in 

residential neighborhoods. However, over 

time, the technology has translated into acts 

of  racism in South Africa and generated the 

concept of  digital apartheid. 

Racial  Surveillance as a Manifestation 

of Digital Apartheid 
Digital apartheid, distinct from con-

ventional apartheid legislation, manifests 

as a nuanced power dynamic between cap-

italists and consumers, potentially fostering 

structural and cultural violence and perpet-

uating racial discord. Its historical anteced-

ents, not exclusive to Sub-Saharan Africa 

but notably apparent during the 19th-centu-

ry British occupation of  the Boer States in 

South Africa, were characterized by social 

segregation grounded in racial parameters 

(Beinart & Dubow, 1995). Maurice Evan’s 

seminal work in 1916, “Black and White in 

South East Africa,” significantly shaped ra-

cial segregation by categorizing individuals 

based on skin color into ‘Black’ or ‘White.’ 

Evan’s delineation of  three principles—as-

serting white dominance, parliamentary 

compliance with policy decisions, and race-

based separation—served to perpetuate rac-

ism in Sub-Saharan Africa, deeply embed-

ding racial separatism in the social structure 

(Evans, 1916). This ideology, fracturing the 

social contract and capitalizing on economic 

value, has left an enduring legacy even after 

the official termination of  apartheid legisla-

tion in South Africa in 1994 (Beinart & Du-

bow, 1995).

Questions arise regarding the extent 

to which the cessation of  apartheid legis-

lation corresponds to the eradication of  its 

form institutionally or if  social segregation 

persists due to the enduring legacy of  colo-

nial power and global capitalism. The emer-

gence of  digital apartheid as a contemporary 

form of  colonial power engages scholars such 

as Michael Kwet, a theorist in technology co-

lonialism, along with journalists Karen Hao 

and Heidi Swart. Despite the formal aboli-

tion of  apartheid, persistent power imbalanc-

es influence negotiations between capitalists 

and consumers. Major technology corpo-

rations utilizing Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

Muhd Rafli Ramadhan Warganegara 	 Shifting from ‘AI Solutions’ to ‘AI Coloniality’: 
Resignification of  Artificial Intelligence and Digital Apartheid



Global South Review	 15

and data processing systems are construed 

as contemporary colonizers, contributing 

to a novel colonial world order in the Glob-

al South (Kwet, 2019c). The ascendancy of  

non-state actors, notably national or multina-

tional corporations, in shaping global society 

is increasingly conspicuous. Empirical evi-

dence of  digital apartheid in South Africa is 

discernible through the deployment of  Smart 

network cameras (CCTV), exemplified by 

Vumacam, for societal surveillance in locales 

such as Parkhurst and Soweto (Kwet, 2019c). 

In the post-apartheid era, South Africa has 

sought justice, crime mitigation, and residen-

tial safety, with intelligent camera surveil-

lance systems emerging as a salient solution. 

Corporations like Vumacam offer compre-

hensive services, encompassing state-of-the-

art hardware, fiber internet cable installation, 

data storage, and video management analyt-

ics software tailored to the evolving needs of  

their discerning clientele:

“Smart CCTV surveillance, powered by 

AI, aims to solve this problem. Machine learning 

systems perform video analytics to recognize things 

in the video, such as objects or behaviors. With 

enough cameras, computers could intelligently 

“watch” the neighborhood and notify private secu-

rity forces in real-time when the algorithm detects 

something it deems suspicious.”

(Kwet, 2019c) 

The corporation is executing a strate-

gy to monopolize the industry in the country 

by introducing a comprehensive integration 

of  intelligent network camera ecosystems. 

This initiative entails the replacement of  an-

tiquated neighborhood Closed-Circuit Tele-

vision (CCTV) systems with state-of-the-art, 

Artificial Intelligence (AI)-driven cameras 

and fiber-optic internet cables. The amalga-

mation of  intelligent cameras with fiber ca-

bles facilitates valuable data collection, con-

tributing to the development of  advanced AI 

technology stored in a centralized database. 

As Karen Hao and Heidi Swart reported in 

2022, the company has already deployed 

more than six thousand of  these intelligent 

cameras, predominantly concentrated in Jo-

hannesburg, specifically in Parkhurst and 

Soweto. 

An investigation by iSentry unveiled 

14 instances categorizing individuals as ‘sus-

picious,’ with 28 individuals identified for 

‘unusual behavior.’ Strikingly, all these in-

dividuals shared the common characteristic 

of  having black skin within a predominant-

ly white residential neighborhood (Kwet, 

2019c). However, subsequent inquiries estab-

lished the innocence of  these individuals, as 

their activities were routine, encompassing 

actions like regular walking, returning home 

from work, or engaging in construction work 

with associated equipment. Adding to these 

challenges, Beagle Watch, a private security 

entity operating within the Vumacam ecosys-

tem, propagated a discriminatory campaign 

targeting potential ‘beggars’ and ‘vagrants’ 

(Hao & Swart, 2022). This initiative em-

ployed criteria such as facial hair, skin tone, 

scars, and tattoos for identification purpos-

es. Notably, this biased campaign has been 

integrated into the Vumacam algorithm, un-

fairly singling out individuals with black skin 

as prone to engaging in suspicious activities. 

This insinuation perpetuates the stereotype 

that people of  color are predisposed to crimi-
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nal behavior, with artificial intelligence exac-

erbating these racial assumptions through its 

discriminatory algorithms and decision-mak-

ing processes.

Furthermore, the racial stratifica-

tion evident in Johannesburg is accentuated 

through the socioeconomic dynamics in-

fluenced by intelligent surveillance camer-

as. The Department of  Statistics of  South 

Africa (2019, in Kwet, 2019c) underscores 

the prevalent poverty in the country, dispro-

portionately affecting the Black population. 

The subjectivity associated with varying skin 

tones and their correlation with social and 

economic standing becomes apparent when 

affluent White individuals equipped with in-

telligent cameras perpetuate prejudiced atti-

tudes and stereotypes toward individuals of  

different racial backgrounds. This inadver-

tently highlights a semblance of  the historic 

apartheid system, characterized by segrega-

tion and alienation based on skin color dif-

ferences. However, this contemporary man-

ifestation is veiled under communal security 

narratives, safeguarding the interests of  the 

white population and the technology indus-

try.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the role of  Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) as an advanced technolog-

ical tool extends beyond neutrality, evolving 

into inherently political entities. This evolu-

tion, particularly in the context of  the dig-

italization of  the Global South, imbues AI 

with multifaceted and politically charged 

meanings. The shift of  AI from a neutral 

problem-solving tool to an instrument of  

colonization introduces biases within the 

socio-political sphere. These biases are root-

ed in AI’s initial training and creation, rais-

ing concerns about the extractive colonial 

power dynamic mediated through extensive 

data collection practices. A nuanced exam-

ination of  AI, corporate interests, and data 

extraction intertwines to form a discourse of  

AI colonialism. This discourse highlights the 

interdependence of  AI, corporate interests, 

and the extraction of  meaning, prompting 

a re-evaluation of  the implications for regu-

lating human activities often geared towards 

profit maximization.

Moreover, the intersection of  data ex-

traction and societal surveillance by AI cata-

lyzes a critical examination of  AI Colonial-

ity, chiefly manifesting as a form of  Digital 

Apartheid in Sub-Saharan Africa. This Digi-

tal Apartheid epitomizes the ramifications of  

racial capitalism in the digital era, perpetuat-

ing social segregation based on race through 

the utilization of  AI-driven technologies. 

The acknowledged tendency for AI to exhibit 

biases reflective of  its designers underscores 

its propensity to target people of  color dis-

proportionately. Addressing these concerns 

necessitates open discussions on digital and 

AI ethics to counteract racial discrimination 

and promote a more inclusive and equitable 

technological landscape.
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Introduction
In recent decades, there has been a 

noticeable trend where several multi-nation-

al companies (MNCs) have expanded their 

investments and business operations across 

diverse countries in the Global South, with a 

particular focus on Southeast Asia. Prior to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, ASEAN reported 

that its member states attracted a peak level 

of  foreign direct investment (FDI), reaching 

US$182 billion in 2019. Although this figure 

experienced a significant decline to US$137 

billion in 2020 due to the pandemic, the or-

ganization underscored that its global FDI 

share had increased from 11.9% in 2019 to 

13.7% in 2020 (Association of  Southeast 

Asian Nations, 2021). Significantly, a con-

siderable rise in investments can be linked 

to the direct involvement of  Fast Moving 

Consumer Goods (FMCG) companies in 

the region. These companies strategically an-

chor their supply chains in countries within 
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by multi-national corporations in Southeast Asia, particularly in the agricultural sector. It explains the 
likely causes of  such impact through the lens of  the Stakeholder Theory. The paper aims to illustrate 
how corporations present and strategize their CSR initiatives, emphasizing that the proposed solutions 
may only sometimes align with the actual needs of  the recipients. Using Freeman’s perspective/ This 
paper argues that an intrinsic disparity exists between the intentions and execution of  CSR programs, 
particularly those initiated by multi-national companies, and the divergence of  expectations between 
corporations acting as implementers and the recipients of  these programs. Despite the clear articulation 
of  these requests by most affected locals, multi-national corporations often need help to meet these 
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the area. This investment not only involves 

the establishment of  mills but also concerted 

efforts in the distribution and maintenance 

of  their products. However, it is noteworthy 

that such practices have attracted criticism, 

as seen in the case of  Unilever, which oper-

ates numerous factories heavily reliant on us-

ing palm oil.

With the increasing investments 

coming into the region, concerns about the 

sustainability and ethical practices of  the in-

coming multi-national companies (MNCs) 

have also heightened, mainly for Southeast 

Asian countries directly impacted by the 

climate crisis. In 2019 alone, the reported 

displacement of  9.6 million individuals in 

Southeast and East Asia was attributed to cli-

mate-related issues such as cyclones, floods, 

and typhoons (McCoy & Soo-Chen, 2022). 

This not only poses an economic threat but 

also has the potential to be financially devas-

tating. The Asian Development Bank (ADP) 

predicts that the crisis could lead to an 11 

percent reduction in the region’s GDP if  left 

unaddressed. This is especially concerning 

for crucial sectors like agriculture, tourism, 

and fishing, which play a vital role in the re-

gion’s economy and are directly susceptible 

to the impacts of  climate-related challenges 

(Prakash, 2018). 

In Southeast Asia, the awareness of  

environmental issues, and consequently Cor-

porate Social Responsibility (CSR), is deep-

ly rooted in diverse cultural influences that 

guide different countries in the region. The 

value of  collectivism serves as a robust foun-

dation for many Southeast Asian societies, 

enriched by the presence of  local cultures 

and religions. The significance of  philan-

thropy is notably emphasized as a core val-

ue in Buddhism, prevalent in countries near 

the Mekong River, like Vietnam, Thailand, 

Cambodia, and Laos. In Muslim-majori-

ty nations such as Indonesia and Malaysia, 

CSR is viewed as an extension of  the prac-

tice of  Zakat (donation). Additionally, the 

philanthropic efforts of  the Catholic Church 

have played a vital role in fostering aware-

ness about CSR in the Philippines (Asian In-

stitute of  Management, 2011). 

The implication of  such values is the 

creation of  the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Com-

munity (ASCC) Blueprint 2025 by ASEAN, 

dedicated to enhancing the quality of  life for 

ASEAN citizens and promoting sustainable 

development in the region (Association of  

Southeast Asian Nations, 2016). Additional-

ly, domestic laws have been devised to gov-

ern corporate behavior, such as Indonesia’s 

UU No.40 Article 74 of  2007, outlining cor-

porate responsibility for environmental man-

agement.

This commitment is observable in 

numerous multi-national companies oper-

ating in the Fast-Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCG) sector, including Unilever, Procter 

& Gamble, and Nestle. These companies reg-

ularly publish annual reports to transparently 

showcase their endeavors toward sustainable 

development in diverse communities while 

expanding their operations. Examples in-

clude Procter & Gamble’s Yearly Citizenship 

Reports and the Annual Sustainability reports 

of  Unilever and Nestle, which are accessible 

online for public scrutiny and are usually 

aligned with the achievement of  Sustainable 
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Development Goals (SDGs), aiming to uplift 

communities and contribute consistently to 

environmental well-being (Unilever, 2023). 

Consequently, the initiatives undertaken by 

these companies have garnered acclaim and 

recognition from various stakeholders, earn-

ing them multiple awards. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to recog-

nize that the Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) programs implemented by these com-

panies have yet to consistently achieve com-

prehensive success in promoting sustainable 

development for various stakeholders, partic-

ularly those in the agricultural sectors.

Due to that, this article argues that 

an intrinsic disparity exists between the in-

tentions and execution of  Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) programs, particularly 

those initiated by corporations, especially 

multi-national ones. The paper aims to il-

lustrate and shed light on how corporations 

present and strategize their CSR initiatives, 

emphasizing that the proposed solutions 

may only sometimes align with the actual 

needs of  the recipients. It is crucial to note 

that this argument does not imply that CSR 

is entirely ineffective; instead, it suggests that 

corporations may perceive the challenges the 

local population faces differently.

Prior articles addressing CSR im-

plementation shortcomings have pointed 

out failures in empowerment efforts by dif-

ferent corporations (Adi & Mufidah, 2018; 

Sindhutomo, 2018). However, these articles 

have not analyzed the structural reasons be-

hind implementation failures. This article 

aims to address this research gap by focus-

ing on the broader failure of  CSR programs 

by multi-national corporations in Southeast 

Asia, particularly in the agricultural sector, 

and offering an explanation for the likely 

causes of  such failures through the lens of  

the Stakeholder Theory. 

Stakeholder Theory
In order to evaluate the private sec-

tor’s interest in and performance from exe-

cuting its CSR activities, this study uses Free-

man’s viewpoint on the Stakeholder theory. 

According to the Stakeholder Theory, actors 

who are impacted by a company’s opera-

tions in any way are considered stakehold-

ers in corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

(Miloud, 2014). The fundamental tenet of  

the stakeholder theory proposes that a com-

pany’s capacity to balance its stakeholders’ 

diverse interests determines its success and 

sustainability. Stakeholder theory, on its attri-

butes, is a subset of  normative theory, which 

considers descriptive dimensions. This view 

opposes the idea that morality and financial 

interests are distinct, even if  stakeholders in 

an organization are crucial to the process of  

designing its strategy (Castelo et al., 2007).

Freeman assumes that stakeholders 

are necessary for the firm to exist; therefore, 

the corporation considers their approval 

when conducting business (Freeman, 1984; 

Gariga, 2004). This idea places a strong em-

phasis on a network of  engagement, con-

tending that an organization such as a firm 

should benefit all of  its stakeholders, in-

cluding creditors, shareholders, customers, 

suppliers, the government, and the general 

public, in addition to operating for its profit 

(Castelo et al., 2007).
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When it comes to researching the re-

sponsibilities of  an organization, there are 

two primary schools of  thinking. From a 

corporate social responsibility perspective, 

Redman contends that organizations should 

engage in social issues in addition to business 

ethics (Castelo et al., 2007). However, from 

a liberal perspective, the company’s prima-

ry goal is to generate money for its owners. 

Nevertheless, improving the business and 

its relationships with the environment—or, 

in this case, the public—is the fundamental 

goal of  implementing CSR (Castelo et al., 

2007). In turn, CSR programs that are suc-

cessfully framed to have a good relationship 

with the environment and the public would 

result in society’s endorsements and approv-

al of  the company’s production operations 

since it portrays the company’s success in be-

ing responsible and active compensation to 

the stakeholders impacted, even if  it may not 

necessarily address the most alarming prob-

lem caused by company’s production process 

(Castelo et al., 2007). 

The CSR process consists of  two stag-

es: (1) establishing the strategic direction and 

(2) putting it into practice within the orga-

nization (Child & Marcoux, 1999). The or-

ganization’s goals and values will be heavily 

considered in the first phase, resulting in the 

creation of  a prioritized list that is filtered ac-

cording to the stakeholders and values of  the 

CSR project (Child & Marcoux, 1999). How-

ever, while management remains in charge, 

the second phase gives project managers 

more room to share control over the techni-

cal aspects of  the project. At this point, as the 

scope expands to include implementation, 

the definition of  stakeholders gets broader 

(Child & Marcoux, 1999).

The purpose of  this phase one to 

phase two transition is not to suggest that 

management or the organization’s original 

stakeholders have a significantly reduced 

capacity to control the scope and value of  

a company’s corporate social responsibility 

project. From the standpoint of  technical 

project management, it is, nevertheless, sub-

ject to change. As a result, there will inevi-

tably be compromises and limitations during 

the process (Naik & Chetty, 2022). On its 

practical implementation, compromises of  

initial metrics due to broadening external 

stakeholder involvement in CSR appear in 

possible logistical barriers, legal support, and 

public disapproval. The stakeholder theory, 

which describes how stakeholders’ perspec-

tives dominate statistical techniques or  

qualitative observations throughout problem 

definition processes, may also be helpful in 

the design process (Naik & Chetty, 2022).

Using the stakeholder model concept 

by Freeman, implementing corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) aims to achieve a syn-

ergistic effect between strategic planning and 

investment project improvement, given that 

the stakeholders who are critical to the com-

pany’s sustainability have differing interests 

(Miloud, 2014). According to Freeman, safe-

guarding the interests of  clients, staff  mem-
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bers, and the community increases stake-

holders’ long-term wealth (Miloud, 2014). 

Organizations understand the importance of  

maintaining strong relationships to achieve 

the goal of  “balancing” the interests of  stake-

holders and the production of  high-quality 

CSR results. The universality and cultural 

benefits of  CSR are the main topics of  dis-

cussion in the academic community, starting 

in 1991, implied by Archie Caroll’s design of  

the CSR pyramid to reveal major building 

blocks that companies use to be responsible 

in targeted areas (Miloud, 2014). Numerous 

barriers exist to achieving CSR, especial-

ly in developing nations where institutions, 

norms, and procedures are often compara-

tively “weak” (Miloud, 2014).	

According to the theory, a weak sys-

tem plays a role as an enabler of  unchecked 

stakeholder behavior in the design, imple-

mentation, and result assessment process, 

in which the state’s legislation governing the 

obligation of  CSR and all of  its processes fail 

to enforce strict measures and provide clear 

guidelines (Miloud, 2014). Due to this rea-

son, the ability of  the public to engage in a 

reputation-building effect towards corporate 

stakeholders and the perception of  appropri-

ateness held by corporate stakeholders have 

become crucial factors in determining the ul-

timate power of  CSR creation. This context 

in the theory becomes increasingly relevant 

to be applied to the case of  the Southeast 

Asian CSR system due to the avid involve-

ment of  significant economic players like the 

MNCs and the lack of  a governing system 

and legislation on CSR ethics and success 

definition (Miloud, 2014).

The implementation of  the stakehold-

er theory to explain this paper’s case study of  

Unilever, Nestle, and PT. Asam Jawa’s ten-

dency to deliver CSR that fulfills corporate 

needs that are not aligned with the interest of  

the local stakeholders impacted by the cor-

poration’s production operational processes 

is captured in several ways. First, defining 

what constitutes a successful CSR and its 

metrics strictly depends on the perception of  

appropriateness. In this case, they are train-

ing programs for farmers and creating inte-

grated farming land that would benefit those 

companies in gaining societal endorsements 

more than local stakeholders’ interests. 

Second, the implementation of  its 

strategy to claim that its CSR programs are 

most aligned with local stakeholder’s inter-

ests, even if  it brought in some extent of  ben-

efits for the local farmers, has not addressed 

the most significant issue caused by those 

companies’ production process, which is in 

line with the stakeholder theory that address-

es power dynamics between multiple stake-

holders in the implementation processes. 

This has resulted in more adherence to the 

corporation’s purpose to tailor CSR to bene-

fit local stakeholders and bring more advan-

tages to the company’s production process 

and reputation. These points will be further 

assessed in the discussion segments of  this 

paper, including how a weak legal system en-

ables such practices of  CSR to prevail.
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Focus of Assessment: Agro CSR in 

Southeast Asia 
While implementing Corporate So-

cial Responsibility has been a topic of  re-

search that has been thoroughly researched 

in most developed states, it has to be noted 

that there seems to be a lack of  urgency in 

Southeast Asian Nations to strengthen their 

legal capability (Asian Institute of  Manage-

ment, 2011). Linking back to what had been 

established above, this becomes problematic 

when we observe the increasing amount of  

investment and expansion that had been hap-

pening, as well as how much resources the 

multi-national companies had been extract-

ing from the region. 

There has been an observable trend 

wherein the countries in the developed world 

have deindustrialized while the developing 

states are still industrializing. This is evi-

denced by the United Kingdom’s ongoing 

manufacturing downturn caused by a lack of  

overseas demand for their products (Binns, 

2023), while the manufacturing industry in 

most Southeast nations is going strong. 

The rationale behind this trend is the 

significant role of  the agricultural sector in 

the region. Estimates indicate that the com-

bined value of  farming, fisheries, and forest-

ry imports by ASEAN from the global mar-

ket has risen substantially, increasing from 

US$112.5 billion in 2015 to US$179.3 billion 

in 2021 (Australian Government Depart-

ment of  Agriculture, Fisheries, and Forestry, 

2023). This is particularly notable in palm 

oil production, with Malaysia and Indonesia 

contributing 90% of  the world’s palm oil ex-

ports between 2019 and 2021 (Camarero & 

Camarero, 2023).

However, the existence of  this 

agro-industry supply chain, particularly in 

the palm oil sector, is entangled with con-

troversy. Numerous reports have shed light 

on social and environmental issues linked to 

plantations that have served as longstanding 

suppliers to Fast Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCGs) in Southeast Asia, dating back to 

the 2000s. These issues encompass the acqui-

sition of  lands in Borneo, Indonesia, without 

the informed consent of  the native Dayak 

Hibun community (Jong, 2021), as well as 

the mistreatment of  migrant workers in Ma-

laysia (Swissinfo, 2019). Similarly, concerns 

extend to the problem of  deforestation in the 

protected Rawa Singkil Wildlife Reserve in 

Aceh, which resulted from illegal plantations 

directly linked to Nestle and Wilmar (Leuser 

Watch - Rainforest Action Network, 2023).

Similar controversies surround lo-

cal companies, notably those that cultivate, 

process, and supply palm oil. Local palm oil 

companies in Southeast Asia are known for 

their massive scale of  deforestation in the is-

lands of  Papua New Guinea, Kalimantan, 

and Sumatra. Examples of  the biggest de-

foresters in Southeast Asia are PT. Austindo 

Nusantara Jaya, PT. Bangka Bumi Lestari, 

and  PT. Ciliandry Anky Abadi. According 

to Chain Reaction Research (2019), these 

three companies are responsible for nearly 

10.000 hectares of  lost forest in Indonesian 

regions. 

Despite these concerns, the invest-

ments made by Multi-national Companies 

(MNCs) and Fast Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCGs) continue to rise in Southeast Asia/
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ASEAN. Even after the COVID-19 pandem-

ic, Southeast Asian countries have remained 

a substantial market for numerous MNCs, 

particularly those in the FMCG sector. In 

Indonesia, the largest country in the region, 

a significant portion of  household expen-

ditures, around 20 percent, is allocated to 

FMCG products. These products, including 

toiletries, toothpaste, cosmetics, and daily 

snacks, are pervasive in the market and es-

sential for most households (Tjandra, 2022). 

Despite these concerns, one primary 

factor driving the continuous increase in in-

vestments is the inclination of  several ASE-

AN countries, including its current leader, 

Indonesia, to restrict imports and encourage 

the export of  products (Rahman, 2020). Even 

recently, ASEAN has shifted its attention to-

wards economic advancement in the region 

under Indonesian leadership. The tagline 

“Epicentrum of  Growth” underscores Indo-

nesia’s commitment to enhancing collabo-

ration among ASEAN countries, aiming to 

position the area as the epicenter of  econom-

ic growth that is capable of  rivaling global 

economic growth (Kementerian Komunikasi 

dan Informatika Republik Indonesia, 2023). 

However, this pattern is not limited 

to a regional scope but also unfolds locally. 

Implementing the contentious Perppu No. 

2 on Job Creation in Indonesia significantly 

simplifies the environmental assessment pre-

requisites and licensing processes. This in-

volves consolidating environmental permits 

and business licenses and removing specific 

conditions and restrictions for foreign in-

vestment specified in various laws governing 

diverse business sectors. Additionally, it eas-

es the obligations companies have to fulfill 

toward their workers, encompassing aspects 

such as severance pay, minimum wages, 

and contracts for outsourcing workers (Si-

matupang et al., 2023).

A parallel circumstance is observed 

in the fishery industry in Thailand, where 

the government’s introduction of  the “Pink 

Card” registration scheme in 2014 has creat-

ed an environment prone to the exploitation 

of  migrant workers. These workers lack ade-

quate protection and working standards, giv-

en the weak government inspection regime 

that oversees the mistreatment of  labor (Hu-

man Rights Watch, 2018).

Drawing from the previously dis-

cussed points, a significant challenge in South-

east Asian nations stems from the weakness 

of  the country’s institutions, impeding their 

capacity to enforce laws and mechanisms ef-

fectively. This challenge is particularly con-

spicuous in Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) implementation. In many developing 

countries, including Indonesia, there needs 

to be more explicit regulations governing 

corporate behavior concerning CSR. More-

over, even when such laws are in place, their 

enforcement could be improved by the coun-

try’s difficulties in monitoring and upholding 

actions that violate these regulations. This is 

exemplified by the fact that Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR), as outlined in Law No. 

25 of  2007 on investment, often referred to as 

the ‘Investment Law,’ complementing Law 

No. 40 of  2007 that regulates CSR, does not 

articulate any sanctions for companies fail-

ing or neglecting to engage in CSR activities 

(Maris, 2014).
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This approach differs from the regu-

lations and perspectives on Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) observed in many oth-

er regions. In Europe, particularly in France, 

the Economic Regulations Act, implement-

ed by the French government in 2001, man-

dates 700 French companies to disclose their 

social and environmental activities annually. 

Similarly, the UK Company Act stipulates 

that companies must include CSR activities 

in annual reports. Interestingly, even South 

Asian countries prioritize CSR regulations 

more than Southeast Asian ones. For exam-

ple, India has made CSR obligatory through 

its Company Act of  2013 and is committed 

to enforcing this regulation. This is evident 

in the 2023 case of  Kony India, a multi-na-

tional company, which has faced repercus-

sions for non-compliance (India CSR, 2023).

Discussion
Misalignment between CSR success met-

rics and recipient’s needs 

Strategic intent reflects the role of  the 

recipient and the donor’s role in their exist-

ing CSR strategies how these strategies in-

terconnect, what contingency plans should 

strategies change or funding be reduced, and 

how both entities are fixed concerning their 

strategy. Recipient intent focuses on identi-

fying existing needs and engaging with po-

tential donors who can invest in projects and 

provide benefits for both (Jonker & Nijhof, 

2006). On the other hand, organizations’ in-

terest revolves around aligning core business 

services, practices, and products with recip-

ients of  such programs. With differences in 

strategic intent, the challenge to form a cater-

ing CSR lies in creating mutual value through 

focused programs that represent the needs of  

the community - in this case, the Southeast 

Asian local agro-industry - and the needs of  

the stakeholders in the organization. Despite 

the different degrees of  involvement in the 

program, each stakeholder has a part to play 

in the program’s success.

The perception of  actual versus per-

ceived needs of  the recipient during the pro-

cess of  designing success metrics remains 

one of  the most prevailing debates in the 

study of  CSR. Through the Stakeholder 

theory, this happens because the success of  

CSR depends on the stakeholders to support 

and execute CSR initiatives required to yield 

benefits to the recipients and make business 

sense for the organization (Porter & Kramer, 

2006). However, when attempting to meet 

the interest of  both parties, Freeman argues 

that the donor has disproportionate power, 

which influences the quantum of  donations, 

to whom and which programs, even if  this 

is inappropriate for the recipient (Blundin, 

2012; Genasci & Pray, 2008).

Compared to how recipients of  the 

obligations perceive corporations’ responsi-

bility in CSR, there needs to be a connection 

between the extent of  investment and assis-

tance (Wilburn & Wilburn, 2014). The re-

cipient of  CSR’s understanding of  obligation 

departs from an experience of  deprivation 

due to the corporation’s operational process-

es, such as the extraction of  resources and ex-

ploitation of  labor in the area. Hence, CSR, 

according to the recipient’s ideal perception, 

should be based on retributory intention and 

should aim to include the rejuvenation of  
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any “damage” caused by a corporation’s op-

erational processes on its CSR success met-

rics design (Porter & Kramer, 2006). This ex-

pectation in the agriculture field is essentially 

asked in the form of  returning a conflicting 

land to indigenous communities, employing 

strict local-exclusive labor utilization, and 

maintaining sporadic local-owned farms in-

stead of  mega-merger farm operations. Such 

expectations often need to align with the in-

terests of  internal corporate stakeholders in 

the investment goal (Porter & Kramer, 2006).

The process of  how misalignment 

happens can be seen because the existence 

of  stakeholder interests and the corporate’s 

core value as the center of  CSR metrics de-

sign framework is not the only factor of  dis-

connect between strategic intent and recipi-

ent’s needs in Southeast Asian countries. As 

part of  a developing region, the state and 

legal system play a crucial role in weaving 

the output of  CSR compliance. This element 

is often found to be essentially fragile in the 

Southeast Asian economic vicinity.

On the legislative front, the Indo-

nesian government takes the lead among 

other Southeast Asian countries, legislat-

ing through Article 74 of  the 2007 revised 

Indonesian Company Law, stipulating that 

natural resources-based firms must allocate 

budget for CSR programs (Herrera, 2015). 

Another example is UU no. 40 of  the 2007 

Limited Liability Company, in which it was 

mentioned that companies are encouraged to 

do SCR. However, it does not include details 

on any CSR guideline as a standard. Mean-

while, in the Philippines and Malaysia, the 

government is considering a proposal for the 

Corporate Social Responsibility Act, which 

declares that the state recognizes the private 

sector’s vital role in nation-building (Her-

rera, 2015). This indicates that Southeast 

Asian countries are aware of  the importance 

of  CSR and, as a result, have regulated CSR 

in some of  their legislation (Herrera, 2015). 

However, there needs to be a clear guideline 

as to what a successful CSR would look like.

As a comparison point of  departure, 

more developed Asian countries with similar 

demography, such as India and China, have 

implemented CSR design and implementa-

tion guidelines. During the deliberations sur-

rounding the amendment of  the Companies 

Bill 2009, the Indian government declared 

its intention to compel corporations to set 

aside 2% of  their net profit from the previous 

three years for corporate social responsibility 

endeavors and to notify shareholders of  the 

measures taken to fulfill this obligation (Her-

rera, 2015).

However, the poor state of  CSR qual-

ity is not a result of  a lack of  adequate reg-

ulation but of  the weak and often near ab-

sence of  enforcement of  national and state 

laws. Indonesia needs to follow through with 

implementing guidelines, rendering the law 

unenforceable. Compared to more developed 

countries with higher success rates of  CSR 

planning and implementation, governments 

in more developed countries typically com-

plement the state’s regulations with a set of  

voluntary guidelines for CSR, which regu-

lates a minimum amount of  corporate’s aver-

age net profits on active under its CSR policy.

An example of  misalignment in de-

fining successful key metrics would appear 



	 Global South Review28

in the Unilever palm oil CSR method. Be-

fore assessing the key metrics, it is vital to 

understand the intent of  multi-billion con-

sumer goods corporations to pander to mul-

tiple external stakeholders’ interests. First, 

as a large corporation with multiple streams 

of  the value chain, keeping mutual symbio-

ses with actors throughout the value chain 

stream is crucial to sustaining the business. 

Local agro-industries are one of  the most sig-

nificant key areas in the production process. 

Consumer goods giants, such as Unilever 

and Nestle, the brands that are used by over 

2.5 billion people every day (Nestle CSR re-

port, 2015), have been specifically accused of  

failing to declare zero tolerance against land 

grabs, even through millions of  acres of  land 

have been unjustly seized from poor farmers 

and rural communities over the last decade 

(Herrera, 2015).

As part of  its sustainable business 

model goal, Unilever aimed to source 94% 

of  its core palm oil volumes, with 86% com-

ing from physically certified sources: RSPO 

Mass Balance, RSPO Segregated or an equiv-

alent standard that is independently verified 

by a third party (Unilever, 2023). It has also 

targeted the remaining 8% to be bought from 

RSPO independent smallholders with “re-

specting and promoting human rights” as 

part of  its core CSR value, with most of  its 

sustainable business model focused on ac-

countable palm oil sourcing (Unilever, 2023).

Setting an ambitious goal to eradicate 

agriculture and economic reparations in de-

veloping countries, Nestle aims to have two 

main outputs. First, it will increase farmers’ 

net income, and second, it will increase pro-

duction capacities by optimizing the utiliza-

tion of  limited available land and less avail-

able time. While a specific percentage of  

the increase would be country-specifically 

customized, the design intention is similar. 

Nestle’s contribution to rural development 

mostly relates to its purchases, such as vol-

ume and value, including premiums and oth-

er market tools. Investments in productive 

assets like infrastructures and capacity-build-

ing initiatives can have their impacts assessed 

in terms of  economic contribution to local 

actors’ capabilities that would only increase 

through the addition of  wealth.

Hence, such metrics are expected to 

yield two impacts. First, with the increase in 

farmer’s net income, household consump-

tion is bound to increase, resulting in more 

spending on food. Second, as production 

capacities are optimized, the availability of  

food stocks is maintained, creating a bottom 

line for local household well-being (Nestle 

CSR report, 2015). 

While the design of  the metric aims 

to alleviate local farmers’ sustainability, lo-

cal land-owners affected by the land-opening 

process of  Nestle and Unilever have often de-

manded the return of  their land as a form of  

retribution - quite distant-related to the CSR 

success metrics defined through the corpo-

rate stakeholder’s perception of  recipients’ 

needs. This is evident in the disconnect of  

needs perception in the phase of  CSR design 

between the needs of  the stakeholders and 

the recipients, which is also enabled by the 

system.

Nabila Talitha Sani; Rakyan Sekar Kinanti Mutiara; Kevin Rendra Pratama	 Stakeholders Alignment in CSR Implementation 
in Southeast Asian Agro-industry



Global South Review	 29

Nabila Talitha Sani; Rakyan Sekar Kinanti Mutiara; Kevin Rendra Pratama	 Stakeholders Alignment in CSR Implementation 
in Southeast Asian Agro-industry

Compared to agricultural MNCs, 

local agricultural firms typically use CSR 

somewhat differently. It is generally set up 

in “welfare assistance” formats that better fit 

the standards of  the surrounding community. 

This is not to argue that the CSR above tar-

gets stakeholders more precisely or fairly to 

balance their interests. They are carried out in 

ways more normatively suited for the grass-

roots communities in such areas. This kind 

of  help includes food aid (cembalo), volun-

teer work in the community (bhakti social), 

or gifts to organizations that meet needs, like 

hospitals or foster homes. The genesis of  var-

ious types of  support may be traced back to 

the widespread religious customs of  “giving 

back” in Southeast Asia, accompanied by 

ethics that encourage cooperation. 

The initiatives are run by PT. Asam 

Jawa, a palm oil company in North Suma-

tra, and PT. Pabrik Gula Candi Baru, a sugar 

plant in East Java, serves as a study case for 

this kind of  CSR. These two businesses im-

plemented CSR using the previously indicat-

ed methods. Both companies have historically 

faced criticism for the harm their commer-

cial operations cause to the local populace. 

Protests were held against PT. Asam Jawa 

because of  their contentious land-grabbing 

practices towards the local populace while 

the neighborhood around PT. Pabrik Gula 

Candi Baru lodged complaints regarding 

waste and pollution. Both businesses carry 

out welfare assistance CSR initiatives in re-

sponse to these complaints (Harahap et al., 

2019; Wardhana & Rochmaniah, 2015). We 

shall discuss their programs’ effects in more 

detail in Chapter C below.

Applying the Stakeholder Theory to 

this, it became evident that these CSR cases 

were likely to have yet to be planned or built 

with sustainable causes in mind. In actuality, 

they seem more like a gift intended to broad-

en public acceptance of  businesses and earn 

sympathy from the community despite the 

deprivation these businesses inflict. It is clear 

from this that, although having an advantage 

in understanding local customs and cultures, 

local enterprises who engage in CSR also 

have a comparable gap between the compa-

ny’s aim for its programs and the interests 

of  the recipients. Nevertheless, because nei-

ther company has released a publicly avail-

able sustainability report, it is impossible to 

determine which sustainability framework 

these companies employed or even if  one 

was used when designing their CSR. Even 

in non-MNC situations, recipients’ needs are 

frequently subordinated to commercial inter-

ests.

Inaccuracy of CSR campaign and imple-

mentation process

As previously discussed, this article 

underscores a significant issue concerning 

the implementation of  Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) in Southeast Asian 

nations—the divergence of  expectations be-

tween corporations acting as implementers 

of  CSR programs and the recipients of  these 

programs, as had been discussed in the the-

oretical framework. To further elaborate on 

the conflict between the companies and the 

local communities it impacted, this paper 

will dive further into the misperception relat-

ed by several multi-national companies’ CSR 
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campaigns against its actual impacts on the 

programs’ recipients.

In instances involving Fast-Moving 

Consumer Goods (FMCGs) and their invest-

ments in the agricultural sector, a notable im-

pact is anticipated on the residents, many of  

whom may belong to indigenous communi-

ties and have longstanding land rights where 

FMCGs have established their factories and 

production facilities. Consequently, it can be 

deduced from the perspective of  these recipi-

ents that the expected CSR programs should 

lean towards restorative/retributive mea-

sures, fully compensating them for the losses 

incurred. Such expectations from recipients 

may encompass the following: 

•	 Ensuring the safeguarding of  

forests and lands crucial to local 

communities, particularly within 

protected areas;

•	 Assuring a decent standard of  liv-

ing for individuals impacted by 

production, especially workers;

•	 Ensuring protection for local 

farmers who have long resided in 

the area;

•	 Ensuring the mills they source 

their supplies are ethically ac-

quired, free from forced land grab-

bings.

The four restorative measures out-

lined above align with two key Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs): Goal 12 (En-

sure sustainable consumption and produc-

tion patterns) and Goal 15 (Protect, restore, 

and promote sustainable use of  terrestri-

al ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, 

combat desertification, and halt and reverse 

land degradation and halt biodiversity loss). 

Utilizing SDG 12 as a foundation for CSR 

initiatives ensures a sustainable and respon-

sible approach to production for companies 

engaged in agricultural activities and their 

supply chains. This approach also supports 

SDG 15’s objective of  promoting sustainable 

land use among local populations who are 

recipients of  corporate CSR efforts.

Nevertheless, despite the clear artic-

ulation of  these requests by most affected 

locals, multi-national corporations (MNCs) 

in Southeast Asia’s agribusiness sector of-

ten need help to meet these demands com-

pletely. In addressing the expectations of  the 

local communities, a common strategy em-

ployed by MNCs and Fast-Moving Consum-

er Goods (FMCGs) is to communicate their 

CSR programs through commercially craft-

ed slogans or taglines, as well as embracing 

governmental and local institutions to make 

it seem that the action is genuinely retribu-

tive and sustainable. This communication 

tactic aims to convey to the recipients that 

the companies are trying to compensate the 

communities impacted by their production 

processes.

In the case of  Unilever, the company 

had announced its commitment to follow the 

“People and Nature Policy” in their reports, 

which would encompass four principles that 

the company (and its donors) deems to be 

valuable in the public eye, which is: (a) “Pro-

tecting natural ecosystems from deforesta-

tion and conversion,” (b) “Respecting and 

promoting human rights,” (c) “Transparency 

and traceability,” as well as (d) “Being a force 

for good for people and planet.” 
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Detailing their approach, the compa-

ny clarifies that as part of  their commitment 

to sustainability goals, they directly engage 

with primary producers and mills, specifical-

ly farmers, to integrate them into Unilever 

Oleochemical Indonesia’s supply chain at 

their North Sumatran facility, wherein they 

offer training and certifications to ensure 

these farmers can produce palm oil sustain-

ably (Unilever, 2023). To bolster the credibil-

ity of  its sustainability efforts, the company 

discloses information about its palm oil sup-

pliers and collaborates with institutions like 

the Tropical Forest Alliance (TFA) (Unile-

ver, 2023).

Even with Unilever’s claim to be a 

global leader in sustainability, many reports 

have doubted the accuracy of  their campaign. 

Numerous reports have surfaced regarding 

their close ties with Astra Agro Lestari, the 

second-largest palm oil company in Indone-

sia known for numerous human rights vio-

lations and environmentally harmful practic-

es conducted by its subsidiaries such as PT 

Agro Nustra Abadi (Friends of  the Earth, 

2023). Astra Agro Lestari has been implicat-

ed in conflicts with indigenous communities 

in West and South Sulawesi, especially con-

cerning the local’s right to land ownership 

(Christina, 2023).

Similar challenges extend to multi-na-

tional corporations (MNCs) rooted in South-

east Asia, exemplified by Wilmar Interna-

tional, an agribusiness conglomerate from 

Singapore that had also conducted relations 

with FMCGs such as Unilever, which has 

encountered comparable allegations (Am-

nesty International, 2016). Apart from accu-

sations leveled against Wilmar and its sub-

sidiaries by Amnesty International regarding 

labor mistreatment, the company has faced 

criticism for its failure to uphold its No-De-

forestation pledge, notably highlighted by its 

withdrawal from the High Carbon Stock Ap-

proach (HCSA), a non-governmental orga-

nization dedicated to identifying forests for 

conservation based on their ecological signif-

icance in 2020  (Hicks, 2020). This happens 

because of  the differing perspectives between 

the company and the NGO about the effec-

tiveness of  HCSA.

Another illustrative case highlighting 

the gap between FMCG companies and their 

recipients involves Nestle and the Budi Luhur 

Dairy groups in East Java, Indonesia. How 

this happens is throughout their partnership, 

Nestle faced challenges stemming from the 

farmers’ entrenched “traditional” mindset 

regarding milk production, which prioritizes 

traditional methods that they deem to be “sa-

cred” over the quality of  the end product—a 

perspective at odds with Nestle’s priorities. 

Consequently, this traditional mindset hin-

dered Nestle from persuading farmers to 

adopt its programs, like Hijauan Makanan 

Ternak, to improve milk quality. Thus, al-

though Nestle succeeded in community de-

velopment to an extent, it faced limitations 

in aligning with the recipients’ preferences 

(Adi & Mufidah, 2018). 

The identified problems with compa-

nies, as discussed earlier, happen because of  

lenient regulations and weak enforcement 

of  laws, especially those about CSR, as pre-

viously explained. With MNCs/FMCGs 

expanding their investments and market in-
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fluence in the region, it seems inevitable that 

states will need help adequately overseeing 

these companies’ business activities. Conse-

quently, ensuring that the CSR programs im-

plemented by these companies truly serve as 

restorative or retributive measures in propor-

tion to the harm they cause becomes prob-

lematic for regulatory bodies.

The instances involving companies 

discussed here can be interpreted through the 

lens of  the “Stakeholder Theory” outlined 

earlier. Unilever’s collaboration with Astra 

Agro Lestari, as well as Wilmar Interna-

tional’s failure to comply with its No-Defor-

estation pledge, evidences the corporations’ 

failure to fully comply with the requirements 

needed for a robust CSR implementation, 

given that the companies would most likely 

still prioritize measures in their operations 

that would still give them the utmost benefit 

irrespective of  their commitments, especially 

when it relates to their relations with other 

local and subsidiary companies (Amnesty 

International, 2016). Additionally, the case 

study involving Nestle further demonstrates 

the existence of  divergent perceptions of  

values between the company and the indi-

viduals it seeks to support, which happens 

due to the inability of  the company to fully 

integrate its profit-maximizing objective with 

the local beliefs, thereby mitigating the re-

storative ability of  its CSR initiatives (Adi & 

Mufidah, 2018). All of  the issues mentioned 

before then are also amplified due to the lack 

of  transparent governing systems and loop-

holes that companies could exploit in their 

operations.

Aftermath of CSR metric and implementa-

tion misalignment

Before diving deep into the aftermaths 

of  CSR misalignment, there are 2 important 

contexts needed:

a.       There is a significant lack of  accessible 

information regarding ideal sustainable prac-

tices and consumer literacy on brands, spe-

cifically in Southeast Asia (Herrera, 2011). 

This is mainly caused by the nations’ im-

perfect democratic system, limited access to 

information, and lack of  education, as most 

of  them are still in the stage of  developing 

states. Hence, consumer awareness, or ethi-

cal consumer movement, either does not ex-

ist or needs to be more scalable to result in 

any proper check and balance to the compa-

nies’ misaligned CSR.

b.       Under Indonesia’s leadership, ASEAN 

continuously brands multi-national compa-

nies, especially FMCG and extractive indus-

tries, as spearheaders of  growth. This polit-

ical and commercial branding highly places 

companies as main contributors to ASEAN’s 

goals, in need to be welcomed as the nation’s 

“economic heroes”. Hence, this significantly 

reduces the institutional incentive to inves-

tigate or criticize companies’ business and 

sustainability practices. It is even harder to 

check exaggerated claims, critically check 

the community’s aspirations, or audit any 

program misalignments.

These two contexts, though they do 

not act as root causes, catalyze problems dis-

cussed below in multiple ways:

•	 It adds both the discrepancy and 

continuity of  the misalignments 

in CSR programs, as all external 
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parties, including the community 

on the ground, consumers, and 

policymakers, need to be made 

aware of  this or barely recognize 

it as a problem. (Herrera, 2011)

•	 The public’s dependency on these 

companies’ economic and so-

cial contributions creates friction 

against many attempts of  criti-

cism or demand for existing pro-

gram alteration. 

The aftermath of  CSR misalignment, 

where the company’s interest dominates 

more than the recipients’, can be categorized 

into two possible scenarios:

A.	 Continuity and Expansion of  CSR 

Programs.  

When a CSR project aligns well with 

the company’s commercial interest, it fur-

ther incentivizes them to invest and grow the 

program more. This is due to two possibili-

ties: a) the programs are projected to bene-

fit the FMCG company’s supply chain and 

business process, and b) the program signifi-

cantly adds more positive branding and may 

serve as a marketing campaign. 

This means that CSR is now seen as 

a project to fulfill compliance duty to exter-

nal stakeholders and to be integrated into the 

company’s business to generate more reve-

nue. Programs like this are likely to be main-

tained by upper management and less likely 

to be subject to cost-cutting. The forms of  

investments companies ought to give are var-

ious, such as injecting more funding into the 

program, deploying more human resources, 

providing more tools and infrastructure, as 

well as intense educational support.

Such investment fosters the growth, 

expansion, and sustainability of  the pro-

gram. Many CSR programs fail to sustain 

due to a variety of  reasons. For multi-na-

tional corporations, the complexity of  im-

plementing the strategy in various business 

functions (Oppenheim et al. in Laudal, 2011) 

becomes the most relevant barrier. Empha-

sis on CSR’s alignment with the company’s 

commercial interest mitigates this barrier, as 

such programs are designed to be viable for 

integration into their business functions.

A perfect example of  this is Nestle’s 

Nescafe Plan 2030, which aims to empower 

local coffee farmers in Thailand, Indonesia, 

and the Philippines and assist them in tran-

sitioning into regenerative agriculture (Nes-

tle, 2022). The produced coffee beans are to 

be supplied to Nestle as the main source for 

their instant coffee brand Nescafe. This ful-

fills Nestle’s environmental goal of  sourcing 

50% of  their coffee beans from regenerative 

agriculture by 2030 (Nestle, 2022). Not only 

does this give added value to Nestle’s supply 

chain, but it also serves as a strategy to brand 

their products as “locally sourced” or “re-

sponsibly sourced”. 

However, successful cases of  mis-

alignment like this can only happen in spe-

cific situations where, despite misalignment 

with the recipients’ needs and demands, the 

programs successfully result in socio-eco-

nomic benefits that exceed the amount that 

recipients would otherwise receive without 

the company’s CSR. Such possible situations 

can be:
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•	 The supposedly misaligned CSR 

programs discover new, highly 

valuable natural resources or capi-

tal that the recipients would other-

wise be able to capitalize on with 

the presence of  companies. 

•	 The company’s CSR programs 

helped provide facilities with ob-

jective benefits for the surround-

ing communities. Such facilities 

may have yet to be previously de-

manded, but through continuous 

demonstration and socialization, 

they helped solve the social or 

health issues of  the recipients.

B.	 Failures to Meet Sustainability Goals

Despite some positive success cases, 

CSR misalignments should result in more 

potential harms that may jeopardize the 

programs’ long-term commitments and sus-

tainability. This is because such success can 

only happen if  companies manage to main-

tain positive trust from the communities de-

spite their unresolved demand of  retribution 

and significantly deliver their programs’ so-

cio-economic promises at the same time. In 

cases where companies’ business activities 

cause significant damages, like displacement 

of  civilians, land revocation, and environ-

mental hazards, such outcomes are unlikely 

to be achieved.

First and foremost, the misalignment 

of  CSR programs with recipients’ needs is 

often driven by reducing pressure from social 

conflicts, especially regarding agricultural 

lands (Harahap et al., 2019). The said social 

conflicts are rooted in society’s resentment 

over activities such as hostile land revocation 

and forceful relocation of  local communi-

ties, resulting in thousands of  people losing 

their livelihoods. This is especially true for 

FMCG companies, whose suppliers need to 

free hectares of  land, often sweeping away 

locals, to build factories or plantations for 

their raw materials production. Social con-

flicts typically arise due to the loss of  land 

ownership and the loss of  jobs experienced 

by local farmers and casual laborers.

•	 One of  the primary examples of  

such cases can be seen in the work 

of  Harahap et al. (2019), which 

examines the failure of  PT Asam 

Jawa’s CSR implementation. PT. 

Asam Jawa, a palm oil company 

based in North Sumatra, forceful-

ly seized more than 4000 hectares 

of  land from the locals in 1981. 

This resulted in intense sentiment 

from the local community, es-

calating into failed negotiations 

and even violent altercations until 

2019. PT. Asam Jawa responded 

to this by implementing CSR pro-

grams focusing on health, educa-

tion, the development of  public 

facilities, and religious harmony 

(Harahap et al., 2019). 

The program eventually failed to “res-

cue” PT. Asam Jawa from social conflicts it 

has caused from land seizing. This is because 

a) there is still a significant amount of  peo-

ple in the area that actively unionize, demon-

strate, and consistently fight for their lands 

back, b) people who are part of  such groups 

are instead excluded as the CSR beneficia-
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ries, leading to more sentiment and violence 

(Harahap et al., 2019). 

Such misalignment can lead to vari-

ous negative consequences for CSR contin-

uation:

•	 Decrease in Participation

As dissatisfaction grows, the level of  active 

participation from the community may de-

crease over time. This reduced engagement 

hampers the effectiveness of  the CSR initia-

tives, as the intended beneficiaries become 

less involved in the activities, diminishing the 

potential positive impact.

•	 Unsuccessful Outcomes

The culmination of  these issues contributes 

to overall program failure. If  the recipients 

are dissatisfied and unengaged, and there is 

a lack of  cooperation, the intended social, 

economic, and environmental impacts envi-

sioned by CSR initiatives will likely remain 

unrealized. 

•	 Risk of  Discontinuation

The ongoing dissatisfaction and diminished 

participation increase the risk of  the CSR 

program being discontinued. Companies 

may decide to halt initiatives that are not 

yielding the anticipated benefits or are caus-

ing reputational damage (Laudal, 2011). 

This discontinuation reflects the company’s 

failure to fulfill its CSR mandates and high-

lights a lack of  adaptability and responsive-

ness to community needs.

In essence, the success of  CSR pro-

grams hinges on sustained community en-

gagement, responsiveness to local needs, and 

a genuine commitment to creating positive 

impacts. Failures in these aspects jeopardize 

the intended benefits for the community and 

tarnish the company’s reputation and ability 

to meet its social obligations effectively.

In the short term, the consequences 

may not be significant to the companies, as 

discontinuing the CSR program is only seen 

as a cost-cutting measure, and failed CSR 

may lead to temporary reputation tarnish. 

In the longer term, misguided sustainabili-

ty techniques predominate and the cycle of  

discontent and animosity toward business-

es persists. Not only do the participants of  

CSR programs not receive the benefits they 

were promised, but the extractive nature of  

agricultural FMCG businesses continues to 

crush the communities’ hope of  proper live-

lihood as the resources they took from them 

are never returned.

Conclusion
FMCG companies widening their ex-

traction of  the value chain in the Southeast 

Asian agro-industry landscape has made it 

increasingly important to assess their CSR 

and their attempt at retribution to the mar-

ginalized farmers and local communities im-

pacted by their business processes. However, 

according to the stakeholder theory, the CSR 

design, implementation, and result process 

have yet to be aligned with the recipient’s 

expectation due to the existing disconnect in 

the perception of  needs.

In the success metric design process, 

the existing disconnect between the recipi-

ent’s perceived needs and the recipient’s ac-

tual needs by the corporate stakeholder in 

formulating CSR success metrics has result-

ed in misaligned program creation for the 

recipient. Recipients of  the CSR program, 
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often marginalized farmers, generate their 

expectation of  CSR as a form of  corporate 

retribution. Meanwhile, corporate internal 

stakeholders perceive their obligation as im-

portant as long as it aligns with their core val-

ues. The lack of  a system governing guide-

lines of  CSR minimum investment amount 

and its guidelines in the Southeast Asian 

economic landscape has enabled corporate 

stakeholders to prevail over the misalign-

ment of  the CSR program.

In the implementation process, the 

differing expectations between the recipients 

of  CSR and the companies that implement 

them actively create misaligned programs 

that cannot be perceived as retributive/re-

storative towards the recipients. To bypass 

public scrutiny, the companies would usual-

ly utilize slogans and programs that point to 

sustainability and embrace local stakehold-

ers to make it seem like they are creating in-

clusive and aligned programs, when the pro-

grams may need to be more effective. This 

practice is only allowed to be fostered due to 

the region’s weak enforcement of  CSR laws 

by regulatory bodies.

As a result, the lack of  accessible in-

formation and limited consumer literacy in 

Southeast Asia, coupled with political and 

commercial branding by ASEAN, creates a 

conducive environment for CSR misalign-

ments. While some misaligned programs 

may appear successful in the short term, they 

often fail in the long run due to societal re-

sentment, inadequate planning, and a lack of  

synergy with recipients’ needs. Sustainable 

CSR demands genuine consideration of  lo-

cal contexts and active community engage-

ment to ensure lasting positive impacts.
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The Pacific Islands Region is in the spotlight due to rising tensions between China and the U.S. This 
situation has escalated with China offering security pacts to Pacific Islands states in 2022. Despite 
most Pacific states rejecting the offer, the Solomon Islands, as the only country to accept it, caused 
concern for the U.S. and its allies. Considering that the Solomon Islands lack the traditional power 
to support their decision to align with China against the U.S. and its allies, it is an intriguing issue 
to delve into. This research aims to analyze the phenomenon by using qualitative-descriptive methods 
and the concept of  Small States. This will give us a new way to understand how small states in the 
Pacific Ocean maneuver amidst the US-China rivalry by analyzing strategic indicators they can utilize 
rather than solely focusing on domestic circumstances to comprehend their decisions. We found that the 
Solomon Islands’ ability to take such a risk stems from two sources of  power: particular-intrinsic and 
derivative power. Intrinsically, the Solomon Islands hold geopolitical importance, being strategically 
crucial for both China’s Belt and Road initiative and the U.S.’s attempt to retain its regional influence. 
Derivatively, the Solomon Islands’ sole position to accept the security pact is highly valued by China. 
This will lead to a mutually beneficial relationship among them, and the Solomon Islands can benefit 
in security and economic terms. This research sheds light on how a small state navigates its interest in 
the epicenter of  rivalry between two great powers.

Keywords:  China-US rivalry; Pacific Islands Region; small states; Solomon Islands
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Introduction
The Pacific Islands Region has be-

come one of  the most contested regions in 

the world, with China and the United States 

(U.S.) at the center of  this geopolitical com-

petition. Since 2013, China has demonstrat-

ed a keen interest in this region as part of  

its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and in its 

efforts to diminish Taiwan’s international 

recognition (Herr, 2019; Liu, 2022). China’s 

influence in the region is primarily exerted 

through various sectors, including econom-

Priagung Arif  Budi Wibawa; Rivelda P. Heatubun; 
I Gede Wahyu Widnyana; Yusril Ihza Mahendra

Navigating the Pacific: Solomon Islands Attempt to 
Gain Influence in the Middle of  China-US Rivalry



Global South Review	 41

ic aid, trade partnerships, and investments 

in disaster mitigation (Meick et al., 2018; 

Nazarudheen, 2022).

In response to China’s growing influ-

ence, the U.S., as a rival power, has taken a 

series of  measures aimed at countering Chi-

na’s presence in the region under its Pivot 

to Asia policy (Šebok, 2014). The most re-

cent move by the U.S. involves the forma-

tion of  a new alliance to enhance security 

in the Pacific Islands Region by establishing 

a nuclear-powered submarine fleet known 

as AUKUS. This alliance comprises major 

countries, including Australia, the United 

Kingdom (U.K.), and the U.S. (Novita, 2022; 

Panda & Swanström, 2021).

In response to AUKUS, China ex-

tended security pacts to every Pacific island 

country. However, out of  the 12 states that 

received the offer, only one country accept-

ed it—Solomon Islands (Al Jazeera, 2022; 

Ivarature, 2022; The Associated Press, 2023). 

China contends that this security pact is 

aimed at strengthening Solomon Islands’ po-

lice and law enforcement capabilities while 

also permitting Chinese navy ships to make 

regular port visits to the region from the Sol-

omon Islands (Grossman, 2023).

Although the majority of  Pacific Is-

land countries declined China’s offer, Solo-

mon Islands’ unique position as the sole state 

authorizing China’s navy presence through 

this agreement has caused disturbances in 

the region, especially among the U.S. and its 

allies. The disturbance caused by these events 

led the U.S. to convene a summit with the 

Pacific Islands countries in September 2022. 

The primary objective of  the summit was to 

persuade Pacific Island leaders that the U.S. 

would strengthen its partnership and support 

in the region (The Guardian, 2022). Despite 

participating exclusively through its Prime 

Minister, Manasseh Sogavare, the Solomon 

Islands openly rejected signing the summit’s 

outcome, known as the US-Pacific Partner-

ship (Miller, 2022; Needham et al., 2022).

Solomon Islands’ refusal to endorse 

the U.S. proposal, while the majority of  Pa-

cific Islands countries accepted it, has made 

the Solomon Islands an even more intriguing 

subject for discussion. The current situation 

places the Solomon Islands in the position of  

a lone wolf  amidst the rivalry between two 

great powers. Given that the Solomon Is-

lands is a small state without the necessary 

capabilities to support its position, this situa-

tion could potentially jeopardize its survival 

at any moment. Solomon Islands lack mili-

tary strength, economic power, and region-

al alliances, as the majority of  the region is 

aligned with the U.S. (CIA, 2023). Solomon 

Islands’ decision to align itself  with China 

also does not guarantee its security, as the se-

curity pact is still relatively new.

The dire situation faced by the Solo-

mon Islands can be viewed through the lens 

of  structural realism. According to Waltz 

(1979, in Burchill et al., 2022), in the so-

called anarchic international system, states 

tend to seek more power to ensure their sur-

vival and shape their behavior in patterned 

ways. However, since the possession of  re-

sources by states can be relative to each other, 

this leads to the existence of  hierarchic sys-

tems. Then, the hierarchic results in polarity 

among states – the number of  great powers 
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in the system.

When states encounter the emergence 

of  great powers, they have two options: to ei-

ther balance or bandwagon. Balancing refers 

to a state’s ability to influence the distribu-

tion of  power in the international system to 

counter the great power’s position, often by 

forming alliances or seeking more power. 

Meanwhile, bandwagoning is a state’s choice 

to align with great powers when they are un-

able or unwilling to maintain equilibrium 

with the dominant power (Ian, 2003, p. 1). In 

the context of  the Pacific Islands Region, the 

U.S. and its allies have maintained a position 

of  hegemony for a long time while China at-

tempts to balance its influence. Thus far, Pa-

cific Island countries, being small states, have 

tended to bandwagon with the U.S. However, 

the Solomon Islands’ tendency to align with 

China indirectly put them in a position to 

balance against the U.S.

This phenomenon actually contra-

dicts the basic assumption of  structural re-

alism, which emphasizes the importance of  

traditional power in analyzing state behavior 

in the system. Since the Solomon Islands lack 

almost all forms of  power – military, eco-

nomic, and size of  the country – this perspec-

tive is unable to explain the behavior of  the 

Solomon Islands as a state seeking to balance 

the great powers. Therefore, it is necessary to 

examine what kind of  power the Solomon Is-

lands could exercise to pursue their interests, 

and opting to align with China might be an 

interesting topic.

The contestation between major pow-

ers in the Asia Pacific region, its impact on 

the region, and the responses of  regional 

governments, including the Solomon Islands, 

have been the subject of  numerous studies. 

In his study, Mihai Sora (2022) examines 

the impact of  intensified competition among 

major powers on the continuation of  geo-

political stability in the Pacific Islands. The 

United States-Australia alliance is concerned 

about China’s growing strategic influence 

in the region. Sora suggests that regional 

countries may welcome the presence of  ex-

ternal forces, particularly when considering 

the potential impact of  increased investment 

by Australia, the United States, and Japan 

in response to China’s presence. Neverthe-

less, this circumstance possesses a tendency 

to exert a destabilizing influence on smaller 

nations and hamper the attempts of  investor 

countries in the effort to expand their sphere 

of  influence. 

Adrien Rodd (2016) conducted a 

study that examined the impact of  the his-

torical consequences of  Western colonialism 

on two Pacific nations, specifically Fiji and 

Solomon Islands. Rodd observed that some 

Asia Pacific nations, such as Fiji and the Sol-

omon Islands, continue to face challenges in 

establishing domestic stability in their polit-

ical, institutional, and economic domains 

due to the enduring impact of  colonialism. 

The disparity between indigenous values and 

the desired Western societal framework has 

led to the issue. Therefore, both nations are 

presently engaged in efforts to implement 

shifts aimed at enhancing the acknowledg-

ment and incorporation of  indigenous values 

within constitutional frameworks.

Another research conducted by Jo-

seph Daniel Foukona (2020) analyzed the 
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Solomon Islands’ domestic developments, fo-

cusing on the debate regarding its diplomatic 

relations with China and Taiwan. Foukona 

explained that the matter of  diplomatic rela-

tions with China and Taiwan was a subject 

of  intense debate within the domestic sphere. 

The appointment of  Sogavare as prime min-

ister in 2019 sparked a lot of  debate subse-

quent to the Solomon Islands’ decision to 

shift to China. Despite the controversy, Soga-

vare and supporters of  the government justi-

fied the decision as a collective endeavor that 

placed the state’s interests at the forefront. In 

addition, Foukona’s research revealed evi-

dence suggesting collusion between govern-

ment officials and Beijing in relation to the 

activities of  various Chinese corporations in 

the Solomon Islands. 

Jon Fraenkel and Graeme Smith 

(2022) conducted a more in-depth examina-

tion of  the connection between Solomon Is-

land and China, which decided to enhance 

collaboration by means of  a security agree-

ment. The 2022 agreement, widely regarded 

by many parties, particularly Australia and 

New Zealand, serves as a crucial basis for 

China’s plans to establish a naval base in the 

Pacific region. Nevertheless, Fraenkel and 

Smith argue that the viewpoints articulat-

ed by the governments of  both nations and 

many media outlets mostly center on the 

geopolitical landscape, neglecting the do-

mestic context. China may have the poten-

tial to actualize these goals. Nevertheless, 

this outcome is probable solely if  there is a 

rise in commercial reliance on China and a 

decrease in internal polarization.

The literature review concludes that 

previous studies have primarily focused on 

explaining the effects of  contestation among 

major powers within the Asia Pacific and 

the responses of  regional countries, particu-

larly the Solomon Islands. By observing the 

domestic context, researchers have tried to 

elaborate on how domestic political upheav-

al influenced Solomon Islands policy. Apart 

from this, prior scholarly investigations have 

also sought to comprehend the correlation 

between the Solomon Islands and the Bei-

jing Axis while also exploring the potential 

for establishing Chinese military bases in the 

Pacific region by enhancing this collabora-

tive effort. Nevertheless, previous research 

has yet to provide a comprehensive analysis 

of  the Solomon Islands’ response to the pres-

ence of  major powers.

This research will analyze how the 

Solomon Islands, with its status as a small 

country, maneuvers to reap benefits from 

competition between major actors in the re-

gion. Nevertheless, it is crucial to compre-

hend that the actions of  domestic players are 

not solely driven by profit and loss consid-

erations but also take into account strategic 

indicators that can be utilized to gain their 

interests. One approach that could be used to 

analyze this issue is by employing the small-

state concept, which Tom Long coined. To 

do so, this research uses qualitative explana-

tory methods that attempt to seek causal-pro-

cess tracing of  a specific case by applying a 

relevant theory (Blatter, 2012). 

The research aims to shed light on 

‘how Solomon Island navigates its inter-

ests amidst the China-US rivalry in the Pa-
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cific Ocean Region?’ To answer the former 

question, the authors start the discussion by 

explaining the small state conceptual frame-

work, followed by how China’s growing 

influence and the U.S. shifting toward the 

East, then how the Pacific Islands countries 

respond to the rivalry, particularly on Solo-

mon Islands interests and their growing rela-

tions with China, and finalize with the small 

states’ power utilization by the Solomon Is-

lands under US-China Rivalry.

Small States Framework
Long (2022) argues that in specific 

situations, small states are capable of  exer-

cising power in creative ways and can have 

a significant impact through a relational ap-

proach. Small states can achieve three types 

of  power. First is particular-intrinsic power, 

which is in the form of  material and resourc-

es possessed by small states but will only be 

perceived as power when given meaning by 

other states or when it serves specific goals. 

This power denotes the strength inherent to a 

small state, stemming from its distinct assets 

or resources. Unlike conventional forms of  

power like military might or economic prow-

ess, particular- intrinsic power considers the 

individual advantages unique to a small state, 

such as dominion over strategic territories or 

possession of  valuable natural reserves. 

Second, derivative power refers to the 

ability of  small states to achieve their inter-

ests by maintaining a special relationship 

with great powers. This power pertains to a 

small state’s capacity to wield influence by 

persuading larger states to take actions that 

align with its interests. It hinges on the re-

lationship between the small state and the 

major power. Derivative power enables the 

pursuit of  significant objectives that might 

otherwise be beyond the small state’s capa-

bilities. The methods of  derivative power can 

vary depending on the objectives of  the small 

state and its relations with the major powers. 

Derivative power provides small states with 

the opportunity to amplify their influence 

through the lens of  a major power, albeit 

potentially relinquishing some control over 

outcomes.

Third, collective power is the capa-

bility of  small states to influence the inter-

national system by engaging in joint actions, 

either through international institutions or 

regional cooperation (Long, 2022). Tom 

Long (2016) defines collective power as a 

relationship between a small state and as-

sociated non-great powers. Long stated that 

collective power works in several ways, such 

as institutionalism with small states grouping 

to achieve common goals or collective pow-

er can be used to achieve one state’s interest 

by leveraging its allies to align their attention 

to said state interest. One of  the main roles 

of  collective power for small states is to pro-

mote and expand norms to the broader in-

ternational community. Therefore, it is not 

bound to specific actors, which makes col-

lective power a means for small states to be 

“active” on the global stage. 

China’s Growing Influence & The U.S. 

Shifting Strategic towards The East
As the Pacific Islands Region be-

comes the center of  contestation between 

great powers to extend their influence, China 
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and the U.S. have also turned their concern to 

the region. In recent years, China has played 

more important roles in the region dynamics 

through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

including aid and infrastructure projects (Li, 

2022). In fact, China has funded more than 

100 aid projects in the region, donated 200 

batches of  in-kind support, and trained more 

than 10.000 professionals since the 1970s. 

Between 2008 and 2020, China also provid-

ed nearly USD 3.148 billion in the region, 

which was channeled through different kinds 

of  cooperation both bilaterally and regional-

ly. This maneuver certainly attracts attention 

from the U.S., which also considers the Pacif-

ic Islands Region important for its economic 

and geostrategic interests.

The Pacific Islands Region has actu-

ally been an important area for such a long 

time. In World War II, as Japan was first be-

ginning to expand, Oceania saw fierce fight-

ing between Japan and the allies over strate-

gically located airfields and naval bases in the 

area (Myers, 2020). Japanese control over the 

Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, and 

other areas of  the Central Pacific threatened 

Australia. It attracted the attention of  the 

United States to refocus military efforts from 

Europe to the Pacific in order to prevent Ja-

pan’s rapid expansion. In spite of  their initial 

setbacks, the Allied forces managed to stifle 

the Japanese attempts to exert their control 

over the region. Ultimately, the United States 

and its allies’ military installations in the Pa-

cific were one of  the crucial factors in the vic-

tory of  the Allies in the region.

Since the war ended, there were no 

signs that this region would be sidelined. 

In fact, the Pacific is increasingly becoming 

a favorite for great powers to exert their in-

fluence in economics, politics, and security. 

As the largest maritime area in the world, 

the Pacific Ocean links 21 APEC countries, 

which represent 62 percent of  world GDP 

and 48 percent of  world trade (Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation, 2023). Its strategic 

location also played an important role in 

global security dynamics. Though it appears 

that worries about superpower competition 

intensifying in the area have faded with the 

end of  the Cold War, some analysts believe 

that significant power struggles are about to 

resurface (Hegarty & Tryon, 2013).

China’s growing influence with the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) project has 

a significant potential to alter regional dy-

namics. Under Xi Jinping, China has imple-

mented more proactive and assertive policies 

towards the Pacific Ocean. In order to meet 

the leaders of  Pacific Island nations, Presi-

dent Xi personally traveled to Fiji. He invited 

Pacific countries to board the Chinese “ex-

press train” of  development, citing that the 

Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank and 

the Maritime Silk Road of  the twenty-first 

century would provide them with infrastruc-

ture, scholarships, medical teams, tourism, 

and communication in areas like human se-

curity and climate change (Li, 2022). With 

those potentials, most of  the Pacific coun-

tries decided to join BRI in 2018, especial-

ly Solomon Islands and Kiribati, which are 

known for their ties with Taiwan and decid-

ed to switch diplomatic recognition to Chi-

na in 2019 and 2020. Since then, there have 

been many projects, both state-led as well as 
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local and provincial-led initiatives, designed 

to strengthen the relationship between China 

and the countries in the region.

The BRI project has provided China 

with the ability to challenge Australia’s pres-

ence, which has raised concerns from West-

ern allies, especially the U.S. For the last few 

years, Australia’s concern toward China has 

been rising from observation to anxiety. In 

the Australia White Paper of  2003, China 

was only perceived as an economic opportu-

nity that could not match the U.S.’s ability 

to influence the global environment (Smith 

& Wesley-Smith, 2021). However, China’s 

expanding role in international relations, si-

multaneously with the U.S.US’s declining in-

fluence globally, has led to Australia’s chang-

ing attitude towards China’s existence.

The U.S. previously tended to ignore 

the Pacific region. However, due to the ris-

ing China, the U.S. then shifted its attention 

from the Middle East to the Asia Pacific by 

introducing the ‘pivot to Asia’ (Lieberthal, 

2011). The policy goal was to inspire respect 

for Washington’s ability to pull off  this ex-

tremely impressive diplomatic performance 

as well as confidence in America’s ability to 

continue leading the region. The decline of  

the U.S. has been a concern for many coun-

tries in the region. Therefore, through this 

policy, the Obama administration was try-

ing to embody the optimism, values, tenac-

ity, and leadership of  the U.S. It will be im-

portant to form alliances with other regional 

players to endeavor to curtail China’s politi-

cal sway or even challenge economic might 

(Šebok, 2014). Some people could argue that 

this policy will be successful or not. Either 

way, it demonstrates the notion that the U.S. 

is starting to feel uncomfortable with China’s 

existence regarding its traditional role in the 

Pacific region.

China’s growing existence and the 

U.S.’s contradictory approach will likely 

raise the tension in the Pacific. China’s BRI 

expansion through vast and effective cooper-

ation with the Pacific Ocean countries will 

further strengthen its position in the region. 

This also signifies China’s growing political 

and economic influence, which will become 

increasingly difficult to contain. Washington 

policy analysts have proposed several times 

the idea of  hedging maneuver as an ideal 

strategy to respond to China (Logan, 2013). 

But, hedging means that the U.S. has to in-

vest with low but likely returns in order to 

prevent potential bigger losses. The decision 

to cooperate with China will narrow the 

power gap between both sides. This strategy 

will become problematic because the longer 

it goes, the stronger China will be, and the 

more Washington will need to prepare itself  

with military instruments if  the engagement 

fails to pay off. Based on this logic, the asser-

tive approach by the U.S. is indeed the most 

rational way to answer China’s opposition in 

the Pacific, though it will raise tension in the 

region. In the next section, we will elaborate 

further on China’s growing influence, the 

U.S. maneuver to contain it, and what this 

‘rising tension’ means to the countries in the 

region as a whole.
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The Pacific Islands Countries’ Response 

to the Rivalry
The Pacific Islands Region, also 

viewed as having geopolitical advantages 

for China’s ambitions, is seen as a low-risk, 

high-reward investment to achieve both sym-

bolic and tactical victories. China has deep-

ened trade deals and enhanced power pro-

jection with exclusive ports and economic 

zones. This, in turn, aids China’s One China 

policy by reducing Taiwan’s diplomatic allies 

in the region. Furthermore, strengthened ties 

between China and Pacific Islands countries 

could give China an intelligence advantage 

due to the region’s proximity to Hawaii, 

which, in turn, poses challenges for the U.S. 

and its allies in projecting military presence 

and power in the region (USIP China-Free-

ly Associated States Senior Study Group, 

2022).

The threat of  China encroaching 

on Australia’s backyard and U.S. soil has 

prompted both parties to establish a strate-

gic security alliance called AUKUS, which 

also includes the United Kingdom, in 2021. 

AUKUS aims to enhance security and de-

fense interests for all parties involved (U.S. 

Department of  Defense, 2023). The creation 

of  AUKUS can be seen as a deterrent to 

China’s influence in the Asia-Pacific region. 

However, in the latest development, AUKUS 

is planning to create sustainable nuclear sub-

marines. The presence of  such a vessel could 

destabilize security in the Pacific Islands 

(Nelson et al., 2023).

The Rarotonga Treaty, a regional 

treaty on non-proliferation of  nuclear power 

in the Pacific Islands Region, was established 

in 1985 and has been ratified by the majority 

of  Pacific Islands countries, including Aus-

tralia (Papadimitropoulos, 1988). The plan 

to develop nuclear-powered submarines by 

AUKUS has left many Pacific Island coun-

tries anxious and feeling somewhat betrayed 

by Australia, given that Australia has ratified 

the treaty. The treaty primarily focuses on the 

prohibition of  acquiring, assisting, and using 

nuclear weapons. Even though AUKUS has 

consistently stated that nuclear energy is only 

intended for powering submarines, many 

Pacific Island countries still need to be con-

cerned about the true intentions behind it.

The competition between great pow-

ers to gain influence has caused polarisa-

tion, with both states offering economic and 

security benefits to the region. China has 

been active in the economic sectors and soft 

diplomacy through its aid and BRI projects 

since 2018. Meanwhile, the U.S. and its allies 

introduced the FOIP Strategy, or Free and 

Open Indo-Pacific, in 2016, which addresses 

multi-sector opportunities and challenges in 

the Indo-Pacific and inherently aims to con-

tain China’s rising influence (Chanlett-Avery 

et al., 2018). This polarisation has stirred sig-

nificant upheaval in the region, which affect-

ed Solomon Islands and Kiribati, switching 

their allegiance to China and severing diplo-

matic ties with Taiwan in 2019 (Foster, 2021; 

McDougall, 2022).

This move occurred just before both 

countries joined the BRI project. In addition 

to these two countries, many others already 

established diplomatic recognition with Chi-

na when they joined the BRI Projects (Li, 

2022). Many Pacific Island countries have 
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chosen to align with China in BRI, such as 

the Federal States of  Micronesia, Papua New 

Guinea, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu, 

primarily due to the economic benefits they 

could achieve. However, in terms of  security, 

the majority of  the states still choose to side 

with the U.S. and its allies, although China 

has tried to persuade Pacific Island countries 

to join China’s side through a security pact 

offer. Among all the states that received the 

offer, only the Solomon Islands accepted it. 

The move sent shockwaves across the region, 

particularly among Pacific Island countries 

with close historical ties to the U.S., because 

this could be a breakthrough for China to so-

lidify its influence in the region (Liu, 2022). 

In regards to China emerging as a 

new power, states have two options to nav-

igate this phenomenon. They can choose to 

balance against the great power by aligning 

with the new emerging power, or they can 

bandwagon with the existing great power to 

maintain the status quo. Solomon Islands’ 

recent change in diplomatic ties from Tai-

wan to China and its decision to side with 

China in terms of  security can be viewed as 

a means of  balancing U.S. hegemony in the 

region. Despite being perceived as a small 

state on the global stage, Solomon Islands 

actually has a lot more to offer to both the 

U.S. and China. That is why the Solomon 

Islands should get more of  the spotlight as 

a key player in the US-China rivalry in the 

Pacific, as their behavior contradicts the ex-

isting assumption that small states are bound 

to bandwagon with the traditional hegemon.

Solomon Islands Interests and Their 

Growing Relations with China
China’s engagement in the Solomon 

Islands raises numerous questions because it 

represents a shift in the international order 

that the United States, Australia, and Taiwan 

previously influenced. China and the Solo-

mon Islands collaborated by signing onto the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Program, a 

policy initiated by Chinese President Xi Jin-

ping. The BRI is divided into two pillars: the 

land trade route known as the Silk Road Eco-

nomic Belt (SREB) and the sea route called 

the Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk 

Road. This collaboration aligns with China’s 

initiatives in the Solomon Islands Islands’ 

national development strategy for 2016-2035 

(Szadizewski, 2021).

China’s assistance to the Solomon Is-

lands covers nine provinces and rural areas, 

focusing on agriculture, fisheries, education, 

infrastructure, and health sectors. Infrastruc-

ture projects include ports, railways, bridges, 

stations, and reactivation of  mining projects. 

China’s BRI policy was further bolstered by 

the establishment of  the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015, which is 

open to all countries (Rustam, 2020).

China’s growing interest in the Pacific 

Islands Region, particularly in the Solomon 

Islands, is influenced by several factors. First, 

the Solomon Islands are strategically located 

in the Pacific Islands Region Ocean. They 

share their eastern border with Papua New 

Guinea, their southern waters with Microne-

sia, and their southwestern waters with Na-

uru and the Marshall Islands. To the East, 

they border the Coral Sea and Australia. 
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These geographical conditions are consid-

ered strategic, as they position the Solomon 

Islands as a key sea route that connects the 

Pacific Islands Region with the South China 

Sea, the Indian Ocean, and China (LDKPI, 

2020).

Figure 1. Belt and Road Initiative Map

Based on the map, the Pacific Islands 

Region’s geopolitical position spans a wide 

area and is surrounded by important coun-

tries bordering the Pacific Ocean. In addi-

tion to economic interests, China also aims 

to establish cooperative relationships to en-

sure maritime security, as this is closely tied 

to the security of  the BRI trade that traverses 

the Pacific Sea route. When viewed through 

the lens of  China’s Ocean White Paper, titled 

‘China’s Ocean Development Report,’ it be-

comes evident that China has ambitions for 

maritime expansion. This vision was articu-

lated by the Secretary-General of  the Com-

munist Party of  China and President Hu 

Jintao during the 18th Chinese Communist 

Party Congress in 2002.

Second, the Solomon Islands possess 

three significant natural resource capabilities, 

including fisheries, notably as a producer of  

tuna, mining, and timber. In the agricultural 

sector, superior products include sweet pota-

toes, cassava, coconuts, and the like. Accord-

ing to World Bank data from 2017, Solomon 

Islands exported wood commodities to Chi-

na, amounting to 87%. This figure was sig-

nificantly higher than Taiwan’s, which was 

still in the process of  establishing diplomatic 

relations at the time. China and the Solomon 

Islands share an interdependent relationship, 

where China relies on the Solomon Islands 

to sustain its economy and industry. At the 

same time, the Solomon Islands gain prom-

ising market opportunities in China. Data 

from the Observatory of  Economic Com-

plexity (OEC) reveals several key commodi-

ties for the Solomon Islands that are leading 

exports to China and vice versa, from China 

to the Solomon Islands. Data from the Ob-

servatory of  Economic Complexity (OEC) 

below reveals the cooperative relationship 

between China and Solomon, particularly in 

the field of  exports.

Graphic 1. Export Activity from China to 

the Solomon Islands and Vice Versa

The graph illustrates several dynam-

ics of  export cooperation between China and 

the Solomon Islands. Both China and the 

Solomon Islands export various commodi-

Source: Makarova et al (2019)

Source: OEC (2021)
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ties, including other rubber products, motor 

vehicle parts and accessories, jewelry imi-

tation, engine parts, other processed fruits 

and nuts, and swan wood. Solomon Islands’ 

two most valuable exports to China are oth-

er processed fruits and nuts, with an export 

value of  $428,000, and swan wood prod-

ucts, valued at $1.31 million. China’s larg-

est exports to the Solomon Islands include 

motor vehicle parts and accessories, totaling 

$3.22 million, and other processed fruits and 

nuts, amounting to $309,000. Based on the 

graph, China and the Solomon Islands are 

interdependent in their respective markets. 

Swan wood products represent the largest 

market for the Solomon Islands in China, 

while China’s most significant market in the 

Solomon Islands is motor vehicle parts and 

accessories. Wood products continue to be 

the Solomon Islands’ leading commodity, 

with the largest trade value reaching $282 

million in 2021. Over the last 26 years, the 

Solomon Islands’ exports to China have seen 

an annualized growth rate of  25.2%, increas-

ing from $814,000 in 1995 to $283 million in 

2021. Over the last 26 years, China’s exports 

to the Solomon Islands have experienced an 

annualized growth rate of  20.6%, rising from 

$1.29 million in 1995 to $167 million in 2021.

Third, for a small country with sig-

nificant conflict potential, security is a top 

priority in Solomon Islands’ foreign policy. 

In terms of  military capabilities, Solomon Is-

lands only has a police force and lacks armed 

forces compared to other countries such as 

Fiji and Tonga. According to the research 

on “Assessing the Solomon Islands’ New 

Security Agreement with China” (Graham, 

2022), Solomon Islands security motivation 

in shaping its security policy is driven by re-

gime security, meaning that the current rul-

ing government determines security cooper-

ation. Solomon Islands’ decision to establish 

security cooperation with China can be out-

lined as follows. 

First, the Sogavare government be-

lieves that China’s presence can act as a 

barrier to Western intervention, which has 

the potential to trigger conflict in the South 

Pacific. The Sogavare government perceives 

three reasons why the West could trigger con-

flict. The riots in the Solomon Islands target-

ing the Chinese community from 24 to No-

vember 27, 2021, were addressed by Prime 

Minister Manasseh Sogavare in a statement. 

He expressed doubt about Australia’s abili-

ty to protect the Chinese community during 

the Honiara riots (Kabutaulaka, 2022). The 

rioters were from Mailaita and demand-

ed the cancellation of  diplomatic relations 

with China, advocating for a return to Tai-

wan. The security guarantee to the Solomon 

Islands is risky due to Australia’s changing 

role as a security guarantor and its relation-

ship with China, despite being an ally of  the 

United States. This raises concerns about po-

tential conflicts. 

Then, the security agreement between 

the Solomon Islands and China has raised 

concerns in Australia. The Australian gov-

ernment has accused China of  planning to 

build a military base in the Solomon Islands 

due to China’s significant investment in im-

proving access to the port and Exclusive Eco-

nomic Zone. Australia is concerned that the 

investment could result in the conversion of  
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port facilities into Chinese military facilities 

(M.J Vinod, 2024). Prime Minister Sogavare 

responded to the allegations by asserting that 

the security pact agreement did not include 

the construction of  a military base. The 

agreement focuses on the Solomon Islands 

requesting assistance from China in main-

taining social order, providing humanitarian 

aid, conducting disaster response, and logis-

tical replenishment. Chinese forces may also 

be used to protect China’s safety and major 

projects in the Solomon Islands. 

Last, in view of  the geopolitical and 

geostrategic upheavals in the South Pacific 

between the West and China, the China-Sol-

omon Islands security pact became Solomon 

Islands’ strength to overcome and contain 

the possibility of  potential militarisation up-

heavals that would disrupt the security sta-

bility of  the Solomon Islands region that the 

West could trigger.

 Second, there needs to be more satis-

faction with the Regional Assistance Mission 

to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) in maintaining 

security in the Solomon Islands. Even though 

the Solomon Islands accepted Australia’s 

presence, it did not become the primary se-

curity actor in Solomon. Third, the Solomon 

Islands are interested in establishing security 

cooperation with China as a preventive mea-

sure against conflict due to concerns about 

the security of  ethnic Chinese, who have a 

major influence on the Solomon economy. 

Fourth, the Solomon Islands’ trust in China 

has positioned Chinese police security in an 

important role, as they have trained local col-

leagues from Solomon in techniques related 

to maintaining security.

Based on the description above, it be-

comes apparent that three main urges drive 

the Solomon Islands’ interest in cooperation 

with China. First, from a geographical stand-

point, the Solomon Islands gain a strategic 

advantage by being situated on the global 

trade route within China’s BRI program. 

This positioning offers Solomon the oppor-

tunity to integrate into global trade, partic-

ularly with the Chinese market. Additional-

ly, the Solomon Islands receives assistance 

in the form of  infrastructure development. 

Second, China’s involvement in the Solo-

mon Islands provides significant economic 

benefits. The Solomon Islands gains access 

to the Chinese market with uncomplicated 

regulations, facilitating integration into ex-

port activities. Notably, wood commodities 

are the largest exports from the Solomon Is-

lands to China. Third, security cooperation 

with China yields several advantages for the 

Solomon Islands. It allows the Solomon Is-

lands to counter Western influence, which 

could trigger conflict in the South Pacific. 

This cooperation serves as a preventive mea-

sure against ethnic conflicts, addressing the 

Solomon Islands’ fears of  future conflicts. 

Furthermore, China assumes a pioneering 

role in Solomon’s security landscape follow-

ing the failure of  Australia’s RAMSI.
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Small States’ Power Utilisation by the 

Solomon Islands Under US-China Ri-

valry

Particular-Intrinsic

When discussing power in interna-

tional relations, something usually comes to 

mind: intrinsic powers such as population, 

territory, GDP, and military capabilities. 

These indicators are commonly used to un-

derstand countries’ classification as great 

power, middle power, or small states. The 

problem with this idea is that when we use 

these indicators to categorize, it prevents us 

from seeing the context extensively and re-

alizing that there is something these small 

states have that could be utilized to gain their 

very own interest.

In the book “A Small State’s Guide 

to Influence in World Politics,” Tom Long 

(2022, p.62) argues that “...though small 

states lack many of  the normal categories 

of  capabilities, they may possess particular 

forms of  intrinsic power”. Different from 

intrinsic power, particular intrinsic power is 

something that a state possesses but cannot 

utilize until other states give it meaning or 

have a specific goal.

As discussed before, the Solomon Is-

lands’ strategy to respond to China-US rival-

ry raises the question of  how a small country 

in the middle of  nowhere has enough cour-

age to go against the mainstream. When the 

majority of  Pacific countries choose to side 

with the Western allies, the Solomon Islands 

tend to side with the new emerging force in 

the region, China. From the surface, this pol-

icy might seem risky considering the West 

(i.e., Australia and the U.S.) are still holding 

the title of  ‘traditional hegemony’ of  the Pa-

cific, which is demonstrated by the fact that 

there are still many countries tied with them.

Analyzing from the perspective of  the 

Solomon Islands, the competition between 

these great powers poses a big opportunity 

for them to utilize. China has shown a strong 

interest in the region as one of  the important 

routes for its Belt and Road Initiative proj-

ect. Many countries in the region, like Pap-

ua New Guinea, Samoa, Vanuatu, Fiji, and 

Solomon Islands, have already joined and 

gained many benefits from BRI, both in the 

form of  physical infrastructure and cultural 

education development (Li, 2022). Among 

those countries, the Solomon Islands might 

be one of  the largest beneficiaries, and it has 

the closest relationship with China as the 

only country siding with them. Using small 

power theory analysis, these circumstances 

could give an extra advantage to the Solo-

mon Islands for their very own interests.

The Solomon Islands is a particular 

intrinsic power that could be understood 

when put in the context of  BRI and Chi-

na-US rivalry. As Tom Long (2022) said, in-

trinsic power only becomes valuable when 

it is given meaning and applied to specific 

goals. That explains the Solomon Islands’ 

decision to choose Beijing amidst the force-

ful Western response. The Solomon Islands 

also benefited from the security pact with the 

conclusion of  the Regional Assistance Mis-

sion to Solomon Island (RAMSI); with the 

unrest that happened recently domestically, 

this security pact gave the Solomon Islands 

power to handle domestic issues with China 
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helping Solomon Islands police force, this se-

curity pact, in turn, gives China clearance to 

put military presence in the country to help 

with improving local police.

By the context of  particular intrinsic 

power, the Solomon Islands holds a geopo-

litical advantage; the country was located 

strategically between Australia and the U.S. 

states of  Hawaii; with the now-signed secu-

rity pacts, many wonder if  China’s military 

presence could lead to a permanent mili-

tary base, the western especially Australia 

has seen the region as a buffer zone (Wal-

lis, 2021). With the considerable failure of  

RAMSI, the focus of  the Solomon Islands 

on security, and the geopolitical advantages 

that the Solomon Islands poses, Solomon Is-

lands have strong bargaining power with the 

major powers in the region in terms of  secu-

rities and economics trade.

We believe that the Solomon Islands’ 

decision to balance U.S. hegemony in the 

region by siding with China as a means of  

deterrence, the creation of  AUKUS and the 

plan of  developing nuclear-powered subma-

rines are seen by the Solomon Islands as a 

threat and a violation to Rarotonga Treaty. If  

the region still chooses to side with the U.S., 

they would not have the capabilities to stop 

AUKUS; thus, Solomon Islands’ decision to 

side with China not only as a means to deter 

but also to gain for themself  is seen as fully 

utilize their particular-intrinsic with China 

seeing the partnership between Solomon Is-

lands is a massive gain while the U.S. seen 

the reality that Solomon Islands has now 

choose their rival as a major blow both to the 

U.S. interest and influence in Pacific Region. 

This move also shows that the Solomon Is-

lands play a major role and have significant 

influence in the middle of  China-US rivalry 

in the Pacific Region.

Derivative

In the context of  the Solomon Is-

lands, derivative power is evident through 

their growing relations with China in recent 

years. As China seeks to counter the hege-

mony of  the U.S. and its allies in the Pacific 

Islands Region, the Solomon Islands’ deci-

sion to accept China’s security pact offer will 

be favorable to China. Given that the Solo-

mon Islands is the only country in the Pacif-

ic Islands region that accepts China’s offer, 

their relationship with China is highly val-

ued. This opens up opportunities for the Sol-

omon Islands to influence China’s policies, 

particularly in the realms of  security and the 

economy, which could benefit them.

Solomon Islands’ interest in security 

is driven by concerns about securing them-

selves not only from external threats but also 

from domestic riots. Externally, the Solomon 

Islands is in a disadvantaged position as the 

U.S. and its allies aim to deploy nuclear-pow-

ered submarines to monitor the Pacific Is-

lands Region. This threat could be mitigated 

by aligning with China, as China’s security 

pact with the Solomon Islands would serve 

as a deterrent to potential adversaries. It is 

important to note that the Solomon Islands 

is situated in the heart of  the Pacific Islands 

Region, which would significantly enhance 

the deterrent effect on the U.S. and its allies. 

By doing so, the Solomon Islands could influ-

ence China to seek protection from the threat 
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posed by U.S. nuclear-powered submarines.

On the domestic front, the Solomon 

Islands has frequently experienced riots. As 

the Solomon Islands government seeks to 

maintain the trust of  its people, it is imper-

ative to stabilize these domestic conflicts. 

Prior to signing the security pact with China, 

the Solomon Islands received assistance from 

Australia in managing domestic conflicts 

through the Regional Assistance Mission to 

Solomon Islands (RAMSI). However, since 

RAMSI failed to meet the Solomon Islands’ 

expectations in stabilizing riots, the Solomon 

Islands needed an alternative. China provid-

ed the answer, as the Solomon Islands could 

leverage China’s assistance in maintaining 

internal stability. Given China’s interest in 

gaining influence in the Pacific Islands Re-

gion to counter the US, Solomon Islands can 

request additional support from China to 

protect its government from riots.

From the Chinese perspective, if  the 

Solomon Islands were to make both de-

mands to China, the possibility of  them 

being applied would be significant. As per 

Long (2022), when the relationship between 

small states and great powers is built around 

mutual benefits regarding a specific issue, 

achieving derivative power becomes more 

likely. This argument could be applicable 

to the relationship between China and the 

Solomon Islands, especially as China faces 

pressure from the U.S. and its allies to secure 

their assets in the Pacific Islands Region. 

Consequently, this could lead to more open 

relations between China and the Solomon 

Islands, aimed at advancing their respective 

interests. In sum, China would likely have 

a clearer understanding of  the Solomon Is-

lands’ goals in this issue.

Solomon Islands’ interest in the econ-

omy can be seen in their approach to BRI. 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative has become 

one of  the most influential economic coop-

eration programs in the world. To date, 149 

countries have signed a Memorandum of  

Understanding (MoU) with China. These 

countries span various continents: in Sub-Sa-

haran Africa, there are 44 countries; in Eu-

rope and Central Asia, there are 35 countries; 

25 countries are in East Asia and the Pacific; 

in Latin America and the Caribbean, there 

are as many as 21 countries; 18 countries are 

in the Middle East and North Africa, and 

Southeast Asia, there are 6 countries. Solo-

mon Islands signed the BRI MoU on Octo-

ber 1, 2019, and belongs to the lower-mid-

dle-income group (Wang, 2023).

The cooperation between the Sol-

omon Islands and China through the BRI 

program provides substantial benefits, par-

ticularly in two main areas: the economy 

and security. Economically, the Solomon 

Islands have become a trading partner that 

can integrate into the Chinese market, with 

the largest export commodity being wood. 

Additionally, the duty-free treatment for 

97% of  the Solomon Islands’ exports eases 

the process of  exporting to China. This treat-

ment is highly advantageous for the Solomon 

Islands, given its status as a country with a 

middle to lower-income economy (Solomon 

Government, 2021).

Through BRI cooperation, China is 

committed to assisting the Solomon Islands 

in the form of  infrastructure development, 
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mining projects, and agreements related to 

the rental of  Tulagi Island as a seaport for the 

benefit of  the BRI initiative. Moreover, there 

is a sister city cooperation between Guang-

zhou province and Guadalcanal in the Sol-

omon Islands. China’s commitment offers 

significant benefits to the Solomon Islands, 

not only bolstering its economic growth but 

also sustaining its development and progress.

In terms of  China’s security, China 

views the Solomon Islands as a strategic is-

land, not only as a BRI sea route but also 

geopolitically as a factor in China’s balance 

of  power against the United States. De-

spite being a small island, the Solomon Is-

lands wield significant influence over major 

countries like the United States and China. 

Through the established cooperation, the se-

curity of  the Solomon Islands has become 

China’s responsibility and intervention, en-

abling China to exercise security control and 

maintain the balance of  power. Additionally, 

China’s presence unconsciously reduces the 

intervention of  Western countries and pre-

vents the Solomon Islands from being drawn 

into conflicts in the South Pacific region.

In the eyes of  China, the Solomon Is-

lands are considered an important island that 

provides geopolitical and economic benefits 

and serves China’s interests in the South Pa-

cific. As a country with substantial financial 

resources, China is committed to providing 

maximum assistance to the Solomon Islands, 

as well as to other countries like Australia 

and others. Therefore, although the Solomon 

Islands may be a small island, it exerts signif-

icant influence, particularly in the realm of  

global powers. Large countries see the Solo-

mon Islands as an investment hub, present-

ing an opportunity for the Solomon Islands 

to enjoy economic and security benefits.

Collective Power Potential

In the case of  the Solomon Islands, 

collective power could be achieved through 

the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). This insti-

tution consists of  the Pacific Islands nations 

plus Australia and New Zealand (Pacific Is-

lands Forum, 2024). PIF, like many other re-

gional government organizations, discusses 

the challenges that are shared among Pacific 

Nations. PIF has formulated a plan called 

2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent, 

which aims to make the Pacific region more 

resilient to the changing world, especially 

in economic and environmental conditions. 

PIF can be seen as a form of  collective power 

in Pacific Islands Regions since it accommo-

dates major issues that are common among 

these states, particularly the climate crisis 

issue. It also checks a lot of  boxes to Tom 

Long’s definition of  collective power.

Even though the Solomon Islands 

have signed a security pact with China, they 

have not been excluded from the PIF, nor has 

their membership been terminated by the 

institution. However, for a couple of  events 

conducted by the PIF, the Solomon Islands 

opted not to attend them even when invit-

ed. These events include the US-PIF Leader 

Summit and the PIF Leader Meeting in 2023 

(Hurst, 2023; Macmillan & Swanston, 2023). 

This could have been a missed opportunity 

for the Solomon Islands to leverage their col-

lective power, as one means to utilize it is by 

minimizing the cost of  conducting foreign 
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policy through joint action (Long, 2020). In 

essence, those summits serve as a form of  

joint action for reducing costs so that a small 

state does not need to spend a significant 

amount of  funds to engage in bilateral coop-

eration to state their interests, compared to a 

multilateral format.

However, there is also a drawback 

when depending too much on collective pow-

er. Long (2016) mentions that a joint action 

institution might provide a broader audience 

to its members and can target multi-actor 

fora, but it requires limiting the freedom of  

small states. If  the small state’s interest aligns 

with the agenda of  the institution, then they 

will benefit. However, when it does not, 

they will struggle to achieve their objectives. 

Therefore, in the case of  the Solomon Is-

lands, they might keep joining the summits 

created by the U.S. or PIF itself. However, 

it will only hinder their interests. In fact, by 

opting out and aligning themselves with Chi-

na, Solomon Islands could face fewer con-

straints imposed by the majority interests 

of  Pacific Islands countries, which they are 

more likely to need to address environmental 

security concerns such as the climate crisis. 

Meanwhile, the Solomon Islands prioritize 

traditional security to secure their territory 

not only from external threats but also to 

quell domestic unrest.

Conclusion
The contest between major powers in 

the Asia-Pacific region has been the subject 

of  numerous studies. Still, prior research has 

predominantly concentrated on elucidating 

the consequences of  contestation and the 

reactions of  states in the region through an 

analysis of  their domestic circumstances in 

an attempt to comprehend their decision. 

However, we argue that it is imperative to 

understand that the decisions of  domestic 

actors are not solely driven by profit-and-loss 

considerations but also take into account 

strategic indicators that can be utilized to 

gain their interests. Applying the small states 

theory as an analytical framework, we ob-

serve that the Solomon Islands’ response to 

the China-US rivalry is substantiated by their 

proficiency in using particular intrinsic and 

derivative powers.

The competition between these ma-

jor powers presents a significant opportunity 

for the Solomon Islands to exploit. In terms 

of  particular intrinsic power, one can under-

stand this by examining the context of  the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Chi-

na-US rivalry, as its value only emerges when 

given meaning and applied to specific goals. 

Situated along the highly valued route of  the 

BRI, China deems the Solomon Islands ex-

ceptionally important for their regional and 

even global vision. The Solomon Islands 

also hold a geopolitical advantage due to 

their strategic positioning between Austra-

lia and the U.S. state of  Hawaii. With recent 

security pacts signed with Beijing, there are 

concerns about whether this could lead to a 

Chinese military presence in the region that 

might provoke the Western allies. In terms of  

derivative power, the Solomon Islands could 

leverage their strong ties with China. Acting 

as a lone wolf—China’s sole strategic partner 

in the region—the Solomon Islands possess 

considerable bargaining power towards Chi-
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na to advance their security interests. This is 

evident in China’s willingness to send its po-

lice to assist the Solomon Islands government 

in maintaining order. Economically, the Sol-

omon Islands potentially stand to gain sub-

stantial benefits from China’s BRI project in 

the region. The development of  domestic in-

frastructure through the BRI could enhance 

the quality and quantity of  domestic prod-

ucts. This development, coupled with stron-

ger ties with China, also signifies increased 

access to the Chinese market. This maneuver 

reflects the Solomon Islands’ smart policy in 

responding to the presence of  major powers 

in the region. As a small state in the heart 

of  the Pacific Ocean, they endeavor to maxi-

mize advantages for their country rather than 

remaining passive and trapped in the rivalry 

between two major powers.
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South-South Cooperation was first conceived at the 1955 Bandung Conference, which led to the foundation 
of  the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961 and other important initiatives within the UN system, such as 
creating the G77 and elaborating the Buenos Aires Plan of  Action. Since the beginning of  the century, 
this cooperation modality has re-emerged and is now considered a catalyst for sustainable development. 
Given this context, this paper aims to analyze its ideological and political origins, definitions, and 
evolution, highlighting its importance as an instrument of  foreign policy and development cooperation. 
In addition, a comparison between South-South and North-South Cooperation is made through five 
dimensions: ideas, institutions/political systems, interests, organizations, and vectors/schemes. Through 
this comparative approach, the author seeks to present consensual aspects of  what is understood as 
South-South Cooperation and portray the diversity of  strategies implemented by countries in the Global 
South.
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Introduction
The study of  the Global South, and 

especially South-South Cooperation (SSC), 

has regained interest among states, policy-

makers, academics, and other stakeholders 

since the beginning of  the century, often due 

to a professed desire to identify ways to max-

imize the potential benefits of  the policies 

and practices developed by states across the 

Global South (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh & Daley, 

2020).

The interest is also given by recent 

economic and diplomatic achievements of  

several countries of  the Global South, es-

pecially Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 

South Africa (BRICS) group. This situation 

has promoted diverse debates and consider-

ations about the potentials and downsides 

of  a new phase of  contest or construction of  

alternatives to the traditional politics of  the 

Global North (Gray & Hills, 2016).

Despite the undeniable increment 

in SSC initiatives in the last two decades, 

evidence points out that SSC analysis faces 

a few obstacles: the definition of  activities, 

access to reliable data, the influence of  tra-

ditional donors, limitation of  civil society 

engagement, and a notorious deficit of  em-

pirical analysis, despite an increasing body 

of  literature oriented toward describing and 
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interpreting the phenomenon (Brun, 2018; 

Santander & Alonso, 2018; Adjani, 2023).

Amidst this trend, this paper poses 

the following research questions:

1. How has South-South Cooperation 

evolved as a modality of  international coop-

eration?

2. What are the similarities and differences 

between South-South and North-South Co-

operation?

To answer the first question, the con-

tent analyzes the ideological and political 

origins of  the SSC, its definitions and evo-

lution, as well as its rhetoric vs. reality based 

on official documents from Southern coun-

tries and international organizations and an 

extensive literature review on the subject.

To address the second question, a 

comparison between SSC and North-South 

Cooperation (NSC) modalities is made to 

showcase common and specific features 

within the Global South and better under-

stand the SSC as an instrument of  foreign 

policy and development cooperation.  

This comparison gains importance 

when the development landscape is expe-

riencing convergences among traditional 

donors and emerging providers. Therefore, 

deepening into the characterization of  SSC 

could contribute to a more accurate compre-

hension of  this cooperation modality.

This paper assumes the theoretical 

frameworks provided by Lancaster (2007)1 

and Kragelund (2019)2, as the starting point 

for comparing SSC and NSC based on ideas, 

institutions, interests, national/international 

1 Lancaster studied the cooperation models of  the United States, Japan, France, Germany, and Denmark.
2 Kragelund examined Global South dynamics, the various vectors of  engagement, and their interrelationship.

organizations, and vectors. The author used 

these dimensions to characterize coopera-

tion models implemented by different states 

within the Global South.

The “ideas” refer to worldviews and 

principal beliefs shared by a significant part 

of  the public and political elites that charac-

terize cooperation processes. The “institu-

tions/political systems” establish the rules of  

the political dynamics, e.g., electoral rules, 

presidential systems, and the legislature’s 

role.  The “interests” are the goals that the 

government aims to achieve through coop-

eration dynamics. “Organizations” refers to 

the location within the government of  tasks 

related to a major function or program of  

government. Although Lancaster did not 

consider international organizations in her 

framework, due to their increasing impor-

tance and proliferation, the author included 

regional and international forums in which 

countries have memberships and promote 

cooperation initiatives. Finally, the “vec-

tors” are defined as the way of  engagement 

between two or more countries involved in 

SSC. 

It is essential to point out that these 

dimensions are intertwined and are not stat-

ic, as they could change with the unfolding of  

socio-political and economic developments 

at the national and international levels.

Consequently, the selection of  this 

analytical framework, rather than analyzing 

isolated aspects, aims to provide a compre-

hensive picture of  the cooperation approach-

es implemented by countries of  the Global 
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South. 

Concepts, origin, and evolution of 

South-South Cooperation 

Conceptualizing South-South Cooperation

SSC’s definition and conceptual de-

limitation are controversial aspects usually 

discussed in international forums without 

any existing definitions that completely ful-

fill the involved actors’ aspirations.

The vast heterogeneity of  participants 

involved in SSC means that countries like 

Chile and Colombia, which have historically 

good relations with traditional donors, push 

for technical approaches. In contrast, coun-

tries like Venezuela and Cuba aim for a more 

political stance (Santander & Alonso, 2018). 

Moreover, countries like Russia include mili-

tary collaboration in their cooperation mod-

els.

Brun (2018) pointed out that “gov-

ernments, international organizations, and 

academics issue their proposals without 

reaching an agreement within each group” 

(p.173). 

Given this situation, one possible for-

mulation is the one made at the UN Con-

ference on Technical Cooperation among 

Developing Countries in 1978: “... SSC is 

a conscious, systematic and politically mo-

tivated process developed to create a frame-

work of  multiple links between developing 

countries” (UN, 1978.p10).

The final document of  the UN 

High-Level Conference on SSC, celebrated 

in Nairobi in 2009, included other elements 

that enrich the concept, defining it as:

…a common endeavor of  peoples 

and countries of  the South, born out 

of  shared experiences and sympa-

thies, based on their common objec-

tives and solidarity, and guided by, 

among other things, the principles of  

respect for national sovereignty and 

ownership, free from any condition-

alities (UN, 2009, p.3).

Currently, the UN defines it as a broad 

framework of  collaboration among countries 

of  the South in the political, economic, so-

cial, cultural, environmental, and technical 

domains. (UNOSSC, 2021a).

Likewise, the UN Secretary-General, 

Antonio Guterres, emphasized that “the past 

decades have demonstrated the power of  

SSC to advance sustainable development,” 

adding that “together, they can multiply their 

sustainable development efforts to mitigate 

climate disruption, find solutions to a global 

health crisis, manage supply chain disrup-

tions, and deliver humanitarian assistance” 

(UN, 2023). 

Scholars have also attempted to de-

fine this cooperation modality. For example, 

Surasky (2014) understands it as: “…a po-

litically motivated process of  reciprocal and 

equitable exchange of  capacities carried out 

among countries of  the South that are asso-

ciated with promoting their development” 

(p.9).

Likewise, Mawdsley (2019) described 

SSC as “the transfer and exchange of  re-

sources, technology and knowledge, set with-

in claims to shared colonial and post-colo-

nial experiences and identities and anchored 

within a wider framework of  promoting the 
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collective strength and development of  the 

global South” (p.2). 

Considering all this, it is clear that 

SSC represents a partnership among South-

ern countries, moving beyond the donor-re-

cipient relations of  traditional cooperation 

models (Adjani, 2023).

Although the international communi-

ty lacks a singular concept for SSC, drawing 

from previous definitions and acknowledg-

ment of  its accomplishments and potential-

ities, this paper understands SSC as:

Cooperation among countries of  the 

Global South aimed to improve the 

quality of  life of  their population, 

reinforce the role of  developing and 

least developed countries in the in-

ternational system and achieve sus-

tainable development. This type of  

cooperation encompasses modalities 

beyond economic cooperation, in-

cluding political, cultural, social, en-

vironmental, and technical coopera-

tion (Zavarce, 2023a, p.2).

Origin and evolution 

The emergence of  SSC can be traced 

back to the Asian-African Conference in 

Bandung in 1955, where governments of  

developing countries first articulated the 

notion of  shared interests and advocated for 

collaboration to amplify their collective voice 

(Lopez, 2014; SEGIB, 2017; Taylor, 2018). 

The Bandung Conference led to the 

establishment of  the Non-Aligned Move-

ment (NAM) in 1961. By confirming the 

‘Spirit of  Bandung,’ the NAM also adopted a 

posture that rejected the bilateralist impulses 

that dominated the world through the system 

of  Cold War alliances. 

It was precisely based on claims 

aligned with the attempt to establish a New 

International Economic Order (NIEO) that 

the UN Conference for Trade and Devel-

opment (UNCTAD) and the Group of  77 

(G77) were constituted in 1964. They sym-

bolized institutional efforts to create a global 

governance system different from the exist-

ing one (Taylor, 2018).

A significant step in SSC was taken 

in 1978 at the UN Conference on Technical 

Cooperation among Developing Countries. 

The conference led to the “Buenos Aires 

Plan of  Action” (BAPA), which “may well 

be the most exhaustively, carefully debated 

document of  its kind” since it encompassed 

five years of  drafting and negotiation and 

included “hundreds of  government special-

ists in development from all over the world” 

(UN, 1978, p.3). 

The BAPA aimed to overcome the 

traditional donor-recipient dynamics with 

the broader concept of  SSC, emphasizing 

partnership over hierarchy and setting objec-

tives that remain, to some extent, valid for 

SSC providers: fostering self-reliance, pro-

moting the establishment of  a new interna-

tional economic order, increasing technical 

cooperation, strengthening technological 

capacities, and attaining a greater degree of  

participation in global economic activities, 

among others. 

When reviewing SSC’s history, dif-

ferent periodizations have been made to 

understand the evolution of  this coopera-

tion modality, its increasing relevance, and 
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the appearance of  emerging actors at the 

regional and international levels. For exam-

ple, Mawdsley (2019) divided SSC progres-

sions into 1.1 (1950s - early 2000s), 2.0 (early 

2000s - present), and 3.0, which represent the 

upcoming future of  this modality.

From a more chronological stance, 

Colacrai and Kern (2009) identified four 

phases: (1) 1955-1970s, (2) 1980s, (3) 1990s, 

and (4) 2000s. Additionally, Lopez (2014) ac-

knowledged a fifth and current phase, which 

began in 2009 with the Nairobi High-Level 

UN Conference on SSC.

During the first stage (1960s-1970s), 

several organizations were created to 

strengthen the links among the Global South 

and obtain greater influence in multilateral 

forums. This activism in South-South re-

lations originated partly from the indepen-

dence of  various sub-Saharan, African, and 

Caribbean countries seeking to increase their 

international presence and collaboration.

This phase was characterized by the 

surge of  tricontinental organizations (Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America) such as the NAM, 

the G77, and the Organization of  Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (OPEC), partnerships 

among developing countries to unify their 

voices against the Global North, calls for 

peace, disarmament, decolonization, and re-

duction of  the gaps between developing and 

developed countries in industrial, economic 

and agricultural sectors.

Figure 1

In the 1980s, during the second phase 

of  SSC, Cold War tensions affected glob-

al dynamics. Also, a disarticulation of  the 

South was observed due to individual and 

fragmented responses that gave rise to the ex-

ternal debt crisis, especially in Latin America 

(SEGIB, 2014). 

At the regional level, the Middle East 

region was characterized by increasing in-

stability due to conflicts like the Iran-Iraq 

war (1980- 1988). There was also a process 

of  institutionalization in Latin America by 

creating the Latin American Integration As-

sociation (1980) and the Rio Group (1986). 

In Asia, the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (1985) and the APEC 

became relevant forums for economic coop-

eration. Similarly, different attempts at in-

tegration were made in Africa, such as the 

Conference of  the Southern African Devel-

opment Community (SEGIB, 2014).

During this period, China and India 

retreated from the NAM and other third-

world approaches, moving from highly po-

litical models towards more economic and 

Source: Elaborated by the author based on official 

documents such as SEGIB 2014 and 2017 (2024).
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technical-oriented ones (Mawdsley, 2019).  

SEGIB (2017) recorded only 19 in-

ternational events linked to SSC during this 

decade, highlighting, as the most important, 

the ones in Figure 2. However, sustained 

economic growth since the late 1980s led to 

more developing countries becoming region-

al centers of  economic dynamism (UNDP, 

2007).

Despite regional integration efforts, 

the second phase of  SSC was characterized 

by a decline in the collective South concept, 

notably in tricontinental platforms like the 

NAM and the G77, due to the failure to 

achieve an NIEO, limited cooperation re-

sources, and the dominance of  NSC.

Figure 2

In the 1990s, the third stage featured 

the emergence of  a globalized economy. 

There, SSC began to be considered a tool 

for developing countries’ international inser-

tion. SEGIB (2017) reported 32 SSC events 

during that period. Likewise, the UNDP 

(2009, p.35) South Report highlighted that 

from the beginning of  the 1990s to 2005, the 

South’s export share was upward, reaching 

$3,721 billion in 2005 and accounting for 

36% of  world trade.

Similarly, another UNDP report 

(2007) showed that “during the 1990s, South-

South FDI flows grew faster than North-

South flows, and large Southern transnation-

al corporations grew from only 19 in 1990 to 

58 by 2005” (p.3).

There was also an increase in spe-

cialized forums on technical and economic 

cooperation, like the Tokyo International 

Conference on African Development and the 

Global Conference on Sustainable Develop-

ment of  Small Insular Developing States, in 

addition to political, trading, and strategy 

organizations. This expansion widened the 

scope of  SSC, sometimes resulting in over-

lapping and blurred boundaries (SEGIB, 

2017).

Therefore, this phase was character-

ized by a reactivation of  South-South rela-

tions. However, this relaunching was made 

from commercial, financial, technical, and 

environmental orientations rather than polit-

ical ones. 

Increased economic ties, including 

trade and investment, within the Global 

South fostered several integration initia-

tives, e.g., the Common Market of  the South 

(MERCOSUR), the ASEAN Economic 

Community (AEC), the West African Eco-

nomic and Monetary Union (UEMOA), and 

the African Union (AU). These initiatives 

have nurtured regional cooperation, trade, 

investment, citizens’ mobility, and interre-

gional agreements.

Source: Elaborated by the author based on official 

documents such as SEGIB 2014 and 2017 (2024)
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Figure 3

The fourth phase began in the 21st 

century with an idea of  the South as a group 

of  states linked in multiple dimensions (po-

litical, economic, technical), motivated to 

diversify ties by exchanging experiences for 

mutual benefit. SSC was characterized by 

proactive presidential summitry, a reinforced 

narrative of  diverging from traditional do-

nors, growth in funds, projects, and interna-

tional presence, and the emergence of  new 

international forums like IBSA, BRICS, and 

the Forum on China–Africa Cooperation 

(FOCAC) (Mawdsley, 2019).

During this period, countries like 

Cuba (5.1%) and Venezuela (1.5%) became 

large providers of  foreign aid in relation to 

their GDP, surpassing the UN target of  0,7% 

and the main promoters of  cooperation in 

Latin America (Morales, 2012, p.97).

Figure 4

The fifth and current phase partly 

occurred due to the 2008 economic crisis. It 

resulted in lower aid volumes for middle-in-

come countries and, conversely, continued 

economic growth in developing countries. 

This situation led to increased SSC in eco-

nomic terms and more significant impacts of  

this cooperation modality at the internation-

al level.

Mawdsley (2019) identified three 

constant features in SSC during the 2010s: 

1) a more pragmatic turn in SSC discourse 

focusing on effectiveness and outcomes rath-

er than political narratives; 2) greater aware-

ness by SSC providers of  the challenges of  

working within partner countries; 3) growing 

cooperation and convergence between NSC 

and SSC.

In addition, there have been growing 

resources, finances, and institutions, the 

consolidation of  Southern development 

practices, and the acceptance of  emerging 

actors as development partners in the 

international system. 

Source: Elaborated by the author based on official 

documents such as SEGIB 2014 and 2017 (2024)

Source: Elaborated by the author based on official 

documents such as SEGIB 2014 and 2017 (2024)
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Proof  of  the consolidation of  SSC 

in the development arena can be seen in the 

SEGIB annual report (2021, p.39), which in-

formed that from 2009 to 2019, 12.914 ini-

tiatives were undertaken by Iberoamerican 

countries with partners worldwide. Similar-

ly, between 2010 and 2017, 638 SSC interna-

tional events were reported, highlighting the 

most important in Figure 5, representing the 

highest ever.

Figure 5

The fourth and fifth phases have been 

characterized by the rise of  Brazil, China, 

India, and South Africa as key actors in 

the global political economy (Quadir, 2013, 

p.321). This situation raises expectations 

about changing traditional development co-

operation practices, which have been domi-

nated by multilateral institutions and bilat-

eral aid agencies from developed countries 

since the 1950s (Quadir, 2013).

South-South Cooperation: Rhetoric vs 

Reality
Since its genesis, SSC has had a strong 

political dimension inspired by attempts of  

developing countries to change the glob-

al governance system. Countries from the 

South have framed their narrative based on 

the Bandung Principles: sovereignty, equali-

ty, no intervention in internal affairs, no use 

of  force, and mutual interests, as well as the 

claims for an NIEO based on more equali-

tarian rules in international trade, reforms in 

the international monetary system, financial 

and technology transfer to foster develop-

ment, and promotion of  cooperation among 

Southern countries. 

Nonetheless, by adopting the BAPA, 

the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), and the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs), which prioritized techni-

cal and economic approaches over political 

ones, SSC has also gained recognition as a 

catalyst to achieve sustainable development. 

Given this duality between political 

and technical purposes, there have been dis-

crepancies between the rhetoric (official nar-

ratives) and practices of  developing countries 

regarding this cooperation modality.  

Authors like Lechini (2009) and 

Ayllon (2009) argued that SSC overcomes 

NSC by combining multidimensional policies 

encompassing ideology and cultural affinity 

with strategic, commercial, and technical 

issues. They suggest that the SSC provides 

significant incentives for participating 

countries, such as increased bargaining 

power and international influence.   

From a technical perspective, Yamada 

(2011) proposed that emerging donors offer 

advantages over traditional approaches. 

SSC leverages linguistic, historical, and 

geographical similarities among partners 

to deliver tailored solutions to the needs of  

Source: Elaborated by the author based on several 

official documents (2024)
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other developing countries.

However, it is important to recognize 

that some countries approach SSC different-

ly from the ideals outlined in the Bandung 

Declaration and the BAPA. Consequently, 

Santander and Alonso (2018) pointed out 

that “very different development coopera-

tion models coexist, with different narratives, 

purposes, and practices, and not all the fea-

tures (solidarity, complementarity, non-in-

tervention, among others) attributed to SSC 

providers appear to be equally founded on 

empirical experience” (p.1924).

One clear example of  the distortion 

between rhetoric and reality lies in condi-

tionality. Traditionally, NSC has imposed 

conditions covering policy areas such as eco-

nomic reforms, governance, and social de-

velopment, as well as the policy-making pro-

cesses, including civil society involvement, 

transparency, and results-based management 

techniques (Bergamaschi et al., 2017).

Nevertheless, Brun (2018) expressed 

the need to contextualize the notion of  

conditionality. Southern countries generally 

avoid imposing governance or development 

model conditions on partner nations. Still, 

partners may expect other obligations, like 

purchasing products from the providing 

country as needed for projects or supporting 

the provider’s bilateral or global aspirations.

Another duality between rhetoric and 

reality is that, in theory, emerging countries 

often distance themselves from the Organi-

zation for Economic Cooperation and De-

velopment - Development Assistance Com-

mittee (OECD-DAC) standards on Official 

Development Assistance (ODA), preferring 

the term “cooperation” and considering in-

volved parties as development partners (Brun, 

2018). However, despite being labeled SSC 

practitioners, countries like Chile, Colombia, 

Costa Rica, Mexico, and Türkiye are OECD 

members and follow OECD-DAC standards. 

More recently, in 2024, Argentina, a country 

with a strong tradition in SSC and regional 

integration, declined an invitation to enter 

the BRICS and joined the OECD instead.   

Moreover, according to official infor-

mation, “the OECD works closely with some 

of  the world’s largest economies: Brazil, Chi-

na, India, Indonesia, and South Africa, who 

are OECD Key Partners” (OECD, 2023a).  

Given this reality, Mawdsley (2019) 

argued that “growing familiarity, shared con-

texts and interests, institutional deepening, 

and collaborations are producing a more 

complex, multidimensional ecology of  de-

velopment actors, in which simple North/

South identities are even less anchored than 

before” (p.21). Thus, nowadays, while some 

Southern countries still frame SSC from a 

highly political standpoint against traditional 

donors, there has been a significant increase 

in activities, interactions, and convergence 

around particular ideas and frameworks, 

e.g., the foundation of  the Group of  20, com-

prising emerging and traditional donors, and 

the 2030 Agenda, which included developed 

and developing countries and represents the 

roadmap adopted by the international com-

munity to achieve sustainable development.

Consequently, considering the differ-

ent approaches, it is possible to recognize 

three major groups within the Global South. 

The first promotes policies that seek to part 
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ways with traditional donors and reinforce 

the particularities of  the SSC. The second, 

while pushing for strengthening SSC, at-

tempts to gain a better position in the current 

international system without breaking with 

it. The third group aims to maintain the best 

possible relations with traditional donors.

Comparison between North-South and 

South-South Cooperation
This section compares NSC and SSC, 

attempting to show the similarities and dif-

ferences in development cooperation pro-

moted by these two models by identifying 

five dimensions (ideas, institutions, interests, 

organizations, and vectors) that shape both 

NSC and SSC. 

Ideas 

Historically, countries of  the Global 

South promoted cooperation based on the 

‘Ten Principles of  Bandung,’ which repre-

sent a political statement guiding their efforts 

to promote cooperation globally.

Likewise, since the elaboration of  

the BAPA, key principles guiding SSC with-

in the UN System have been emphasized. 

These principles are strict respect for na-

tional sovereignty (non-interference), equity 

in distributing costs and benefits, govern-

ment leadership, horizontality, consensus 

decision-making, action under association 

schemes, and recipient-led efforts.

In addition, UNOSSC established that:

The guiding principles of  SSC are 

based on solidarity between the peo-

ples and countries of  the South that 

contributes to their national well-be-

ing, national and collective self-suffi-

ciency, and the achievement of  inter-

nationally agreed development goals, 

including the 2030 Agenda. (UN-

OSSC, 2021b).

However, it is necessary to highlight 

that despite a broad consensus on principles 

from the Bandung Declaration, the BAPA, 

and other documents, governments of  the 

Global South selectively apply common 

principles following their foreign policy ori-

entation.

In this direction, the OECD (2021a) 

showed that Brazil’s principles include re-

spect for sovereignty, non-interference in 

internal affairs, and non-conditionality. The 

most fundamental principles for India are re-

specting its partners’ priorities and showing 

solidarity with other developing countries. 

In the case of  China, it has recently 

launched a White Paper entitled “China’s In-

ternational Development Cooperation in the 

New Era” which drew China’s Principles for 

Development Cooperation: Respecting each 

other as equals, Doing the best we can to 

help, Focusing on development and improv-

ing people’s lives; Providing the means for 

independent development; Conducting ef-

fective cooperation in diverse forms; Ensur-

ing delivery and sustainability; Being open 

and inclusive to promote exchanges and mu-

tual learning; and Advancing with the times 

and breaking new ground (The State Council 

Information Office of  the People’s Republic 

of  China, 2021).
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These principles updated the Eight 

Principles for Economic Aid and Techni-

cal Assistance to Other Countries adopted 

in 1964. They express China’s intention to 

adapt its cooperation model to a more dy-

namic international cooperation system. 

Regarding traditional donors, at the 

beginning of  the century, OECD members 

established the current principles that char-

acterized NSC initiatives in the 2005 Paris 

Declaration. These principles are ownership, 

alignment, harmonization, managing for 

results, and mutual accountability (OECD, 

2021b).

Furthermore, the Busan Partnership 

underscored fundamental principles for en-

hancing effectiveness in development coop-

eration. These include ownership of  devel-

opment priorities by developing countries, 

a focus on results, partnerships for develop-

ment, and transparency and shared responsi-

bility (OECD, 2011). South countries partic-

ipated in the Busan Partnership negotiations. 

This situation caused China to request the 

underlining of  the voluntary nature of  com-

pliance with the principles in the final decla-

ration (Gonzalez, 2011).

Despite traditional donors sharing 

more ideas due to their adherence to OECD-

DAC standards than Southern countries, 

Lancaster (2007) showed how, e.g., while 

Japan and France shared a similar idea 

related to the obligation of  the rich to help 

the poor, the US cooperation, on the other 

hand, has been shaped by the conception 

of  the US as great power and leader of  the 

Western liberalist alliance against socialism. 

Consequently, principles and ideas 

adopted by Southern countries through 

international agreements are broader 

(Bandung Declaration, BAPA, regional 

organizations’ principles) than traditional 

donors (OECD-DAC principles). However, 

when including these principles in foreign 

policy, both groups selectively promote the 

ones that best fit their official narratives, 

government plans, and national identities. 

Institutions/Political Systems

South countries encompass a vast het-

erogeneity that emerges from differences in 

size, their membership in global governance 

structures, and their historical role vis-à-vis 

the rest of  the Global South (Kragelund, 

2019). 

Making generalizations about pre-

dominant political systems in the Global 

South is challenging. For instance, according 

to McManus and Gulcin Ozkan’s classifi-

cation (2018), Brazil follows a Presidential 

system, while India and South Africa have 

parliamentary systems. China could be the-

oretically considered a semi-presidential 

system. In their study, 13 out of  24 African 

countries are categorized as presidential, sev-

en as semi-presidential, and four as parlia-

mentary.

Despite this situation, it is possible to 

observe similarities among Southern coun-

tries in the South American region, where 

the presidential model has been generally 

adopted. Nowadays, all twelve countries in 

South America work under a presidential 

model. 
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However, it is necessary to consid-

er the nature of  their political regimes and 

practices to avoid overlooking Southern 

countries’ political systems and gain a deeper 

understanding of  them. In this regard, evalu-

ating BRICS countries using reports such as 

the Freedom Report and Democratic Index 

by the Freedom House (2023) and the Econ-

omist Intelligence Unit (2023) reveals diverse 

national political developments.

For example, Brazil is known as a de-

mocracy with competitive elections but faces 

challenges such as polarization, high politi-

cal violence, lack of  transparency, and wide-

spread corruption. South Africa is a consti-

tutional democracy that emphasizes human 

rights but struggles with corruption at the 

highest levels. India, also a democracy with 

a multiparty system, has faced criticism for 

discriminatory policies, particularly against 

the Muslim population, in recent years.

In contrast, Russia and China are cat-

egorized as authoritarian regimes in which 

the power is concentrated in the figure of  the 

Head of  State. In these countries, the govern-

ment controls the state bureaucracy, the me-

dia, universities, businesses, and civil society 

associations.

Political systems in traditional donors 

are also diverse. Lancaster (2007) showed 

that the US follows a presidential model. 

Japan has a constitutional monarchy with 

a bicameral parliament, France operates a 

hybrid presidential/parliamentary system, 

Germany is a parliamentary democracy, 

and Denmark has a constitutional monarchy 

with a parliamentary system. Despite these 

differences, they share common democratic 

practices such as alternation of  power, re-

spect for the rule of  law, and participation of  

various political sectors.

Interests

Countries in the Global South vary 

in economic strength and political ambi-

tions. Brun (2018) and Santander and Alon-

so (2018) illustrated how, e.g., governments 

in Latin America pursue diverse interests 

through their foreign policies. Nevertheless, 

a shared trait is the promotion of  SSC to gar-

ner support in global forums and enhance its 

international image. Santander and Alonso 

(2018) also demonstrated how, e.g., Chile 

seeks international integration and appears 

to be a reliable partner to Northern coun-

tries, while Brazil aims for regional leader-

ship and extra-regional alliances for econom-

ic interests. 

Other interesting cases are the two 

most anti-U.S. countries in the Western 

Hemisphere, Cuba and Venezuela. 

Venezuela, under Chavez and Maduro’s 

administrations, has pursued interests such 

as promoting a multipolar world, regional 

integration, reducing US influence, and 

ensuring protection for the government 

(Zavarce, 2023b). In contrast, Cuba focuses on 

generating economic revenue to circumvent 

the US embargo through medical programs 

and tourism while enhancing its soft power to 

maintain international presence and prevent 

isolation (Bustamante & Sweig, 2008).

Another significant example is por-

trayed by India, which promotes SSC to safe-

guard critical geopolitical influence, especial-

ly in Southeast Asia and Africa, where China 
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has been gaining preponderance in recent 

years (Choudhury & Nagda, 2019).

Regarding China, its promotion of  

cooperation aims to achieve diverse interests, 

including garnering support for global poli-

cies and reforms, safeguarding against exter-

nal criticism of  human rights, accessing nat-

ural resources and agricultural commodities, 

advocating for the One-China policy, and 

projecting soft power (Gallagher & Irwin, 

2015; Schuman & Shullman, 2022).

Moreover, China’s white paper on 

development cooperation (2021) highlight-

ed the importance of  the Belt and Road 

Initiatives (BRI) for its foreign policy, stat-

ing that through this platform, China aims 

to enhance policy coordination with its in-

ternational partners, strengthen infrastruc-

ture connectivity to connect China with the 

world through air, land and sea, promote 

trade, deep financial integration, and foster 

closer people-to-people ties.   

Additionally, South Africa actively 

engages in SSC to position itself  as a norm 

entrepreneur in global affairs, advocating for 

reforms in global governance, reinforcing 

trade and economic relations with other 

African partners, and serving as the voice 

of  the continent in the international arena 

(Lucey & O’riordan, 2014; Bradlow, 2020).

The complexity of  interests among 

Southern countries is also observed in inter-

national organizations/forums, e.g., at the 

15th BRICS summit in 2023, the member 

countries announced the group’s expansion, 

inviting Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, 

Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates 

to join the bloc. 

The expansion of  the BRICS, 

seemingly an agreement among the original 

five members, also reflects a competition of  

interests. Naidu (2023) suggested that while 

China aims to institutionalize its global 

influence, India sees an opportunity to 

counterbalance China and assume a more 

significant role in the Global South. For 

Russia, the expansion allows for deepening 

its power in the Eurasian economic corridor, 

while Brazil and South Africa aim to reduce 

fragmentation within the Global South.

Taylor (2018) underlined that po-

litical elites in the Global South often hold 

interests divergent from their constituencies. 

While this paper focused on government-pro-

moted interests, it is important to recognize 

that other stakeholders, such as civil society, 

the private sector, and universities, also have 

stakes in cooperation dynamics.

Traditional donors are not a mono-

lithic unit either. Lancaster (2007) showed 

how the US, Japan, France, Germany, and 

Denmark pursue different goals in the diplo-

matic, commercial, and developmental fields 

based on the interests promoted by internal 

forces and the national interest of  the donor 

government in the recipient country.

Consequently, evidence suggests that 

Southern governments are no different from 

traditional donors in pursuing their states’ in-

terests, and not all consider themselves part 

of  a broad-based Global South group (Ero, 

2024).

Organizations

Nowadays, governments of  the Glob-

al South are establishing aid agencies, cre-
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ating Export-Import banks, expanding their 

representation abroad, building new embas-

sies, and engaging in international summits 

(Kragelund, 2019).

Kragelund (2019) also emphasized 

that development cooperation in the Global 

South is diverse, and a single entity does not 

monopolize the efforts at the national level. 

Instead, central, regional, and local govern-

ment entities, state-owned enterprises, think 

tanks, and banks are involved in the planning 

and execution of  SSC. 

Despite complex organizational ar-

chitectures, after a period of  expansion, there 

has been an increasing focus on establishing 

dedicated cooperation agencies in recent 

years (Mawdsley, 2019). Examples of  this 

trend are the creation of  India’s Develop-

ment Partnership Administration (2012) and 

China’s International Development Cooper-

ation Agency (2018). 

Figures 6 and 7 show some examples 

of  internal organizations for the promotion 

of  SSC:

Figure 6 : China’s Aid System

Figure 7: India’s System for International 

Cooperation

Similarly, Stuenkel (2013) showed 

how, at the regional and international levels, 

different SSC initiatives are promoted by 

different organizations like the AU, the 

Association of  Southeast Asian Nations, 

the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, 

the New Development Bank, the OPEC, 

MERCOSUR, the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association, the Community of  Latin 

American and Caribbean States (CELAC), 

and the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples 

of  Our America (ALBA-TCP).

Braveboy (2009) explained that the 

beginning of  the century marked the revital-

ization of  old global organizations, like the 

NAM and OPEC, and the flourishing of  new 

ones at the regional level, such as the AU and 

CELAC, even in regions such as Asia where 

cooperation has until now been limited by 

inter-state political rivalries. It is important to 

note the persistence of  traditional organiza-

tions and the emergence of  new ones, which, 

while opening more spaces to nurture ties of  

collaboration and understanding, could also 

generate overlapping and diffuse cooperation 

initiatives.

Source: Azis and Basen (2023) 

Source: OECD (2023b)
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In contrast, despite differences and, 

in some cases, fragmentation among tradi-

tional donors, the NSC tends to be more uni-

form in organizational structure at national 

and international levels. Traditional donors 

concentrate their development initiatives 

through unitary agencies, typically linked to 

their MoFA. For example, the US promotes 

development cooperation through USAID, 

affiliated with the State Department. Japan 

channels its initiatives primarily through 

JICA. Denmark integrates its aid agency 

(DANIDA) within its MoFA, while Sweden 

implements cooperation projects through 

a unitary agency called SIDA (Lancaster, 

2007).

At the international level, for over 

60 years, the OECD-DAC has grouped the 

world’s leading donors, defining and moni-

toring global standards in key areas of  devel-

opment (OECD, 2022a).

Vectors/Schemes

SSC encompasses various schemes 

and fields beyond ODA. Kragelund (2019) 

listed various vectors through which SSC 

is provided: aid, humanitarian assistance, 

trade, investment, education, and global gov-

ernance. 

Similarly, according to UNOSSC 

(2021a), SSC has recently taken various 

forms, including increased trade, FDI, re-

gional integration, technology transfers, 

sharing of  solutions and experts, and other 

forms of  exchange.

In this context, Gallagher and Irvin 

(2015) emphasized that there is no easy way 

to measure development cooperation provid-

ed by countries like China since its cooper-

ation combines resources categorized as aid 

with political, social, cultural, judicial, and 

military cooperation. However, China has 

been increasing the availability of  statistical 

data regarding cooperation initiatives, e.g., in 

the information published in the White Pa-

per on Development Cooperation (2021). 

	 Similarly, official information from 

the Indian government stated that:

Depending on the priorities of  part-

ner countries, India’s development 

cooperation ranges from commerce to 

culture, energy to engineering, health 

to housing, IT to infrastructure, sports 

to science, disaster relief  and human-

itarian assistance to restoration and 

preservation of  cultural and heritage 

assets (Ministry of  External Affairs of  

India, 2023).

The cases of  China and India portray the 

wide variety of  vectors implemented by 

Southern countries, which cover larger 

scopes and fields than NSC. 

In contrast to SSC, which usually goes 

beyond technical and economic approaches 

to encompass political, cultural, social, and 

even military cooperation, NSC, while dis-

bursed to different areas like health, educa-

tion, and infrastructure, is primarily based 

on economic cooperation, focusing on ODA 

and its three central schemes: grants, loans, 

and technical cooperation.  

Nonetheless, this cooperation modal-

ity has also been promoted in recent years 

using other official flows (OOF). The OECD 
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(2022b) defines OOF as official sector trans-

actions that do not meet ODA criteria.

Furthermore, the Addis Ababa Ac-

tion Agenda introduced the concept of  To-

tal Official Support for Sustainable Devel-

opment (TOSSD), which is defined as “an 

international standard for measuring the 

full array of  resources to promote sustain-

able development in developing countries” 

(TOSSD, 2024).

This innovative methodology encom-

passed ODA, OOF, South-South and Trian-

gular Cooperation, support to international 

public goods, and private finance mobilized 

by official interventions. 

Therefore, given the broad spectrum 

of  SSC initiatives and the absence of  a uni-

fied definition, many activities undertaken 

by Southern countries, although not fitting 

within ODA scope, may still fall under the 

definitions of  OOF and TOSSD utilized by 

traditional donors and international organi-

zations. These activities include FDI, trade, 

energy cooperation, cultural exchanges, and 

scholarships, which do not fall under the 

ODA umbrella but can be measured through 

OOF and TOSSD. 

However, it is important to highlight 

that SSC, as demonstrated in this paper, re-

lies heavily on political aspects, including the 

political scheme. Evidence points to creating 

political platforms like the NAM, the G77, 

and the OPEC, among others. Since the be-

ginning of  the century, the political imprint 

has been perceived in forums such as the 

BRICS, CELAC, and ALBA-TCP. 

This political scheme comprises bilat-

eral or multilateral political coordination be-

yond developmental goals. It aims to reduce 

the influence of  traditional donors, shield 

governments from external criticism and col-

lective actions, enhance soft power, and even 

reshape or contest the global governance sys-

tem.

To summarize the contents explained 

in this section, Table 1 presents an approxi-

mation, without exhaustion, of  the main fea-

tures of  NSC and SSC. 
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Source: Elaborated by the author (2023) 

Table 1: SSC vs NSC

Carlos David Zavarce Velasquez Understanding South-South Cooperation: 
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Dimensions South-South Cooperation North-South Cooperation

Ideas 
 

- Bandung principles. 
- BAPA principles. 
- Nairobi principles. 
- BAPA+40 principles.

- DAC principles for effective aid. 
- Paris Declaration. 
- Busan Partnership.

Institutions

- Presidential, semi-presidential, and 
parliamentary systems. 
- Democratic, hybrid, and 
authoritarian regimes.

- Presidential, semi-presidential, and 
parliamentary systems. 
- Democratic regimes.

Interests

- Economic benefits. 
- Political leverage. 
- Regional integration. 
- Capacity building. 
- Diplomatic solidarity. 
- Commercial interest. 
-Transformation of the international 
system. 
- Sustainable Development 
- National Interest. 
- Others.

- National Interest. 
- Sustainable Development. 
- Economic Growth. 
- Political Transformation in 
recipient countries. 
- New Markets. 
- Securitization of natural resources.
- Others.

Organiza-
tions

- Multiple overlapping organizations 
at the national level. 
- Multiple organizations at the 
international level (NAM, OPEC, 
ASEAN, MERCOSUR, BRICS +, 
NDB, etc.).

- Governed by a clear institutional 
framework. 
- OECD-DAC as a rector entity at the 
international level.

Vectors

- Foreign aid. 
- Humanitarian assistance. 
- Trade. 
- Investment. 
- Political coordination. 
- Military cooperation. 
- Others.

- ODA. 
- OOF. 
- TOSSD.
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Conclusion 
Since its inception at the 1955 Bandung 

Conference, SSC has evolved through 

various phases, influencing the involved 

actors’ rhetoric, interests, approaches, and 

policy focus.

Therefore, while the SSC promoted in 

Bandung was inspired by political demands, 

the BAPA 1978 adopted a more technical 

approach. In the 2000s, SSC resurged, partly 

because of  the rapid economic growth of  the 

BRICS. Additionally, the MDGs and SDGs 

have promoted SSC as a catalyst to promote 

sustainable development. 

Despite ongoing evolution and exten-

sive debates, a universally accepted defini-

tion of  SSC still needs to be achieved. This 

situation has led to challenges in defining the 

scope of  SSC activities, difficulties in acquir-

ing precise data, and a pressing need for fur-

ther analytical and empirical scrutiny.

There is an increasing trend in de-

fining operationalizing frameworks, as seen 

in the case of  Indonesia (Adjani, 2023) and 

enhancing transparency through the publica-

tion of  official data, exemplified by China’s 

2021 White Paper. However, there is still 

work to obtain standardization and efficien-

cy.

In theory, SSC aims to break with 

the donor-recipient dynamic, emphasizing 

principles like solidarity, equality, comple-

mentarity, sovereignty, non-intervention, 

and non-political conditionality. However, 

some SSC providers have, to some extent, 

replicated traditional donors’ practices, pro-

moting cooperation to fulfill commercial and 

financial goals based on national rather than 

collective interests. The most visible example 

is China, which, through the BRI, explicitly 

pursues interconnectivity to promote trade 

and financial cooperation with its partners.

Moreover, rather than challenging 

the established global governance structure, 

some Southern countries are capitalizing on 

it to assert a more significant role. For in-

stance, certain SSC providers, such as Chile, 

Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Türkiye, 

opted to join the OECD and align with its 

standards. Even more, Argentina, known for 

its extensive history of  SSC, decided to join 

the OECD and declined an invitation to join 

the BRICS in 2024.

Similarly, other important actors, like 

Brazil, China, India, and South Africa, have 

established partnerships with the OECD, 

opening possibilities for future convergences 

between traditional and emerging donors.  

Nowadays, South countries advocate 

different approaches. While some, like Cuba 

and Venezuela, seek to overhaul traditional 

North-South relations and propose alternative 

governance structures, others, like Brazil and 

South Africa, aspire to amplify their role 

within existing frameworks. Countries like 

India engage in SSC to safeguard their critical 

geopolitical interests, whereas others such as 

Chile and Colombia prioritize maintaining 

strong ties with traditional donors.

Based on these dynamics, it can be 

argued that currently, SSC practitioners aim 

to seek support for their positions in interna-

tional forums, increase their role in the inter-

national system, project their values and ide-

ologies internationally, explore new market 

opportunities and access to natural resourc-
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es, consolidate anti-hegemonic power blocs, 

or serves as a link between the North and the 

South. Sometimes, it is even a combination 

of  these intentions.

Among these developments, three 

main approaches within the Global South 

stand out: 

The first aims to break traditional donor-re-

cipient relations, alter the current global gov-

ernance system, and reinforce SSC based on 

common claims and principles. 

A second and middle position attempts to 

strengthen SSC and maintain selective col-

laborations with traditional donors while 

increasing its presence and influence in the 

current international system. 

On the other extreme is a group of  

countries that want the best possible relations 

with traditional donors, sometimes even ad-

hering to traditional standards imposed by 

the OECD-DAC. 

Amidst this reality, relaunching the 

BRICS+ could represent a new phase of  this 

cooperation modality, bringing a broader 

consensus among the strongest developing 

economies. 

Nowadays, the BRICS+ challenges 

the G-7’s preponderance in the global finan-

cial system, attempts to maximize the Global 

South’s leverage power, which can be more 

diffuse in larger groups like the G77 and the 

NAM, and works to create a more diversified 

and multipolar market.

 However, although the BRICS fun-

damentally aims to reform the Global Gov-

ernance system and overcome the dollar’s 

domination in the international monetary 

architecture, dissimilar interests among its 

members will also deepen with its expan-

sion. Furthermore, numerous BRICS coun-

tries collaborate with the OECD-DAC, mak-

ing the development landscape more diffuse 

and complex than ever.
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Rizki Faisal Ali	 Telkom Indonesia’s Strategy for Business Expansion in 
the Global Market in the Digital Era

Telecommunications service provider companies face challenges in expanding their business in the global 
market due to rapidly changing technology, one of  which is experienced by PT. Telekomunikasi Indone-
sia (Telkom). Telkom is a leading telecommunications company in Indonesia that significantly contrib-
utes to Indonesia’s digitization and dominates the country’s telecommunications market. As Telkom’s 
business grows, the company expands globally, with implications for its operations in Indonesia. Based 
on the globalization strategy framework, the analysis acknowledges that the interaction between global-
ization and technology, sustainability, and politics poses challenges and opportunities for Telkom. The 
influence of  massive digital transformation requires Telkom to restructure its strategies for expansion in 
the global market by strengthening its position in the national market. Telkom must ensure its position in 
Indonesia as a state-owned enterprise with significant responsibility for the future of  digital Indonesia as 
a sustainable influence. Regulations that Telkom must face come from both national and international 
levels as a result of  politics. Telkom’s strategy is analyzed using three strategies within the globalization 
strategy framework. The author proposes several business expansion strategies in the digital era from this 
research analysis
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industry
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Introduction
In this digital era, Telkom has trans-

formed its business by multiplying its busi-

ness types to match what is trending in global 

and regional markets. Telkom, as a signifi-

cant digital telecommunications company in 

Indonesia, is responsible for improving dig-

ital capabilities in Indonesia and expanding 

in the global market because it is precisely by 

increasing the region that Telkom has a com-

petent portfolio to enter the global market. 

As a result of  digital influence, Telkom has 

to face different regulations in each country 

of  its business objectives, including domes-

tic regulations, because each country already 

has its digital regulations. The globalization 

strategy framework is used to analyze the 

strategies used by Telkom in dealing with the 

global market in the digital era and to rec-

ommend appropriate policies for Telkom. 

Digital transformation significantly impacts 

how society and countries conduct their 
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economic activities, which were previous-

ly done conventionally but are now digital. 

This provides excellent opportunities for the 

telecommunications industry to support the 

changing economic activities (PressRelease.

id, 2021).

Furthermore, these significant oppor-

tunities drive the telecommunications indus-

try to rearrange its market positions, restruc-

ture its business systems, create innovative 

offerings, and provide better customer expe-

riences. Telkom has rearranged to become a 

digital telco (Dinas Kominfo Provinsi Jawa 

Timur 2023; PressRelease.id 2021). Behind 

this are emerging threats, such as increas-

ingly intense competition in the telecom-

munications industry, changes in consumer 

behaviour, and changes in regulations and 

government policies (Gilda, 2023). As a ma-

jor company in the telecommunications in-

dustry in Indonesia, Telkom has a significant 

responsibility to build Indonesia’s digital 

capabilities and expand its business into the 

global market, starting from nearby regions.

Technological advancements are 

changing human behaviour and changing 

a company’s business strategy into a digital 

business, including Telkom. Initially, Telkom 

sold telecommunications services through 

voice and short messages. However, along 

with technological advances and changes in 

customer needs, the form of  telecommuni-

cations services changed to involve digital. 

Social media and smartphones have led to 

growing competition among extensive mo-

bile networks and internet-based service pro-

viders, better known as over-the-top (OTT) 

players (Amping et al., 2019). The intense 

competition can be seen from the consoli-

dation of  businesses that are carried out to 

survive and face market changes by actively 

seeking sources and making new investments, 

and each company has its own strategy (San-

dria and CNBC Indonesia, 2022; Mediana, 

2022). XL Axiata conducted a public offer-

ing related to sustainable bonds II XL Axiata 

Phase I in 2022 and sustainable Sukuk Ijarah 

III XL Axiata Phase I in 2022 with a total 

value of  Rp 3 trillion. PT Smartfren Telecom 

Tbk, which received an investment from Ali-

baba of  around 100 million dollars triggered 

by its position as part of  the Sinarmas Group, 

has various business lines, ranging from the 

technology sector, agribusiness, property, 

finance to paper, and a large population of  

Indonesian people. Telkom made an agree-

ment with PT Dayamitra Telekomunikasi 

Tbk regarding the transfer of  ownership of  

4.000 transmitter towers owned by Telkom-

sel, which made 10,050 Telkom transmitter 

units were sold to PT Dayamitra Telekomu-

nikasi Tbk (Mediana, 2022).

In addition, in 2022, Telkom achieved 

consolidated revenues of  Rp147.31 trillion, 

equal to a growth of  2.9%, with domestic 

and international coverage (Telkom Indone-

sia, 2023). No less important is that internet 

users in Indonesia are increasing yearly with 

a fast internet network, and in 2022, it will 

reach 215.6 million whose users are diverse, 

such as for m-banking, virtual accounts, 

QRIS, and others (ATSI, 2023). Changes in 

business strategy in the digital era are the pri-

mary key to maintaining growth and com-

petitiveness to respond and innovate quickly. 

The company’s business strategy is seen from 
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the unification of  Indihome services with 

Telkomsel to improve the level playing field 

and reach the business-to-customer (B2C) 

and business-to-business (B2B) segments in 

the telecommunications industry in order to 

generate new revenue (Abigail, 2023). In ad-

dition, Telkom launched Tnex as a sign of  

Telkom’s achievement in reaching the global 

market through Telin (Pressrelease.id, 2023). 

There was a literature that discussed Tel-

kom’s digital transformation efforts by Ku-

suma, Pribadiyono, and Riharjo 2020 who 

mentioned that digital transformation efforts 

to deal with significant disruptions in the 

digital era by overhauling their organizations 

by encouraging human resources who are 

experts in digital. In the context of  Telkom, 

Telkom is committed to changing its busi-

ness strategy in the digital era to become the 

most prominent digital telecommunications 

company in Indonesia and globally (Amping 

et al., 2019).

This study is significant in seeing 

and analyzing the impact of  massive digital 

transformation on Telkom, which has made 

Telkom change its business strategy, but this 

is an opportunity to reach the global market. 

Telkom, as a large company in the digital 

telecommunications industry in Indonesia, 

has mastered the Indonesian domestic mar-

ket as an essential first step to reaching the 

global market, and no less critical is Telkom’s 

position as a company from the global south, 

which is part of  developing countries to com-

pete in the global market. When viewed from 

the urgency of  this study, the research ques-

tion is how Telkom’s strategy is to develop 

its business in the global market in the digital 

era.

Research Method 

The author employs a case study 

method by exploring various case studies 

from secondary sources such as opinions, 

journal articles, and others. Relevant case 

studies are selected based on the global 

strategy framework and support Telkom’s 

business expansion plans in the global mar-

ket, with case studies having high credibility 

levels such as authorship, publication date, 

and venue, as well as engaging narratives 

for paraphrasing. The data collection peri-

od spans from the onset of  COVID-19 and 

post-COVID-19, with analysis based on the 

GSF to determine its relevance to Telkom’s 

business expansion and identify threats and 

opportunities. This method facilitates the au-

thor in gathering information that may not 

be obtained through other methodologies. 

Globalization Strategy Framework
This framework is born from combin-

ing three main drivers of  globalization and 

various strategies. According to the World 

Investment Report (WIR), there are three 

primary drivers in globalization: technology, 

sustainability, and politics, and all three are 

interconnected, reinforcing or conflicting. 

These three factors can influence the strat-

egies of  a multinational corporation in the 

global market, either hindering or support-

ing strategies, including Telkom, which is 

currently expanding its business in the global 

market (Blomkvist et al., 2021).
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The Globalization Strategy Frame-

work (GSF) is crucial for this research to ex-

amine Telkom’s strategies for expanding its 

business in the global market in the digital 

era as a current issue post-COVID-19. The 

analysis used by this GSF is highly relevant 

to this research, as Telkom seeks to expand 

its business into the global market. On the 

other hand, Telkom must revamp its strat-

egy due to the influence of  massive digital 

transformation phenomena, but this presents 

a significant opportunity for it. Moreover, 

the presence of  political, sustainability, and 

technological variables, as well as three types 

of  strategies, enriches the analysis in this re-

search that the new strategies built by Telkom 

are not solely influenced by digital transfor-

mation but also by regulations, competition, 

and others, and the GSF can guide this re-

search in providing policy recommenda-

tions. Globalization and technology are two 

inseparable elements in the discourse of  GSF 

because they go hand in hand with MNCs as 

the main actors. MNCs set various strategies 

to enhance competitiveness, as well as their 

countries. However, post-pandemic changes 

in globalization have triggered increased na-

tionalism and protectionism, forcing MNCs 

to realign their strategies, with technology 

playing an increasingly significant role with-

in them.

1.	 Technology

The technology variable refers to the 

rapid technological changes that have signifi-

cantly influenced globalization by providing 

new ways for companies to conduct business 

activities. Initially, companies had to consid-

er operational costs, which were crucial in 

determining the location and expansion of  

their business activities. However, with the 

advent of  technology, these costs have de-

creased as a driver of  globalization and inter-

national connectivity. Technology serves as a 

tool to open up new strategies in companies’ 

business and production activities through 

the use of  artificial intelligence (AI), auto-

mation, cloud, and others, enabling mass 

customization. The effects may be disrup-

tive, but they also offer creative solutions that 

shape the competitive arena and open up 

more opportunities for companies to expand 

their international business (Blomkvist et al., 

2021). 

2.	 Sustainability

The sustainability variable refers to 

the urgent need to establish a sustainable sys-

tem driven by regulations involving compa-

nies and the community. Several aspects are 

highlighted in this variable, such as changing 

consumer preferences that are more environ-

mentally conscious and responsible, includ-

ing organic food, eco-friendly clothing, fair 

trade products, green investments, and retire-

ment savings influenced at times by govern-

ment regulations. The technology companies 

use as a tool can have negative impacts, such 

as forest fires in some countries due to de-

pendence on non-renewable energy sources. 

When a company comes under public scruti-

ny, it is accountable for its actions, not limit-

ed to environmental issues but also for treat-

ing the local community well. Regulations 

and politics in a country become the critical 

factors for achieving a sustainable system, 
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prompting companies to rethink their strate-

gies (Blomkvist et al., 2021). 

3.	 Politics 

This variable refers to the interac-

tion between national policies, regulations, 

and powerful multinational companies. The 

influence of  a country’s national policies 

shapes the strategies of  companies through 

laws, economic policies, and bilateral and 

multilateral trade agreements that are not 

unidirectional. This creates a complex rela-

tionship between national policies and com-

panies, influenced by policies shaping global-

ization, the impacts felt from globalization, 

and the political system determining the pol-

icies. Many countries issue various policies, 

such as protectionism and free trade, leading 

to complex advantages, especially for devel-

oped countries. This complexity forces com-

panies to rethink their strategies for interna-

tional business expansion. Another crucial 

aspect of  contemporary globalization is the 

breakdown of  the “one world” paradigm, 

forming multiple systems. Companies must 

comply with diverse systems (Blomkvist et 

al., 2021). 

There are three strategies adopted in 

this framework as a concept to provide anal-

ysis and strategy recommendations for mul-

tinational companies so that they can design 

the right strategies to respond to the influ-

ence of  the three main drivers of  globaliza-

tion and enhance the competitiveness of  the 

company in the global market in the digital 

era. 

1.	 Corporate Strategy

Corporate strategy functions as a fun-

damental role for top management in making 

decisions about what businesses to operate 

and how the composition of  those busi-

nesses can make the organization larger. In 

strategy development and maintenance, de-

cision-makers from various scopes and levels 

of  related and unrelated diversification are in-

volved in all business lines, such as products, 

services, and markets served. In addition, top 

management focuses on resource allocation 

and cash flow, so corporate strategy involves 

plans and actions regarding coordination be-

tween the central company and subsidiaries. 

This complex includes organizational design 

and incentives for business units and subsid-

iaries. Equally crucial for the company is re-

sponding to local reactions by meeting their 

needs, which is included in its global strategy 

(Blomkvist et al., 2021). 

2.	 Activity Strategy

Activity strategy tends to focus on un-

derstanding the interconnections between 

activities and how decentralized or central-

ized activities generate value, requiring com-

panies to decide where these activities will 

take place, including geographical location 

or organizational structure and governance 

arrangements. In making decisions about 

where activities should be carried out, com-

panies can go through acquisitions from ex-

ternal parties or collaborate with external 

parties. Through all of  this, there is an activ-

ity strategy for implementing corporate strat-

egy (Blomkvist et al., 2021).
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3.	 Business Strategy

Business strategy tends to focus on 

creating advantages in the competitive are-

na, which involves competitors and has 

the potential to form the basis of  markets 

and industries. In achieving this advantage, 

companies can maintain minimal costs and 

ensure the lowest cost position, preventing 

competing companies from making a profit 

if  they lower prices (Blomkvist et al., 2021). 

In the context of  price competition, compa-

nies must consider the most efficient pro-

duction methods by organizing production 

and leveraging opportunities available to the 

company. Another way is by differentiating 

the product, making customers willing to 

pay more than the competitor’s product by 

providing exceptional service and unique 

technological features or introducing a brand 

through acquisitions, such as acquiring valu-

able brands, establishing R&D centres, and 

more (Blomkvist et al., 2021).

Figure 1. Globalization Strategy 

Framework

Integrating the three strategies as 

concepts and the influence of  the three main 

drivers of  globalization are crucial to provid-

ing analysis and strategic recommendations 

for multinational companies. This ensures 

that multinational companies can devise the 

right strategies to respond to the influence of  

the three main drivers of  globalization and 

enhance competitiveness in the global mar-

ket in the digital era. Therefore, using this 

framework is essential to address Telkom 

Indonesia’s business expansion strategy in 

the digital era and provide strategic recom-

mendations for Telkom in the digital era as a 

contribution and limitation of  this research.

 

Analysis of the Globalization Strategy 

Framework on the Strategy of Telkom 

Indonesia
When looking at the corporate strat-

egy, Telkom focuses on running three types 

of  businesses, namely digital connectivity, 

digital platform, and digital services, and is 

divided into five customer segments to centre 

around customers with a level of  unrelated 

diversification due to the build, borrow, and 

buy strategy. The building strategy maximiz-

es infrastructure and digital talent capabili-

ties so that Telkom can provide the best for 

users. The borrowing strategy involves build-

ing partnerships with large technology com-

panies regionally and globally. The buying 

strategy emphasizes investments, prioritizing 

synergies to enhance the digital capabilities 

of  the Telkom Group. All three strategies are 

implemented decentralized, managing over-

all risks through subsidiaries and business 

units to be close to markets and customers. 

Telin’s collaborations with NetIX to provide 

a global Internet Exchange platform, with 

TIME dotCom Berhad focusing on domestic 
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and international connectivity, data centres, 

cloud solutions, and management services, 

and with Expereo to develop a joint market 

strategy for Internet connectivity and SD-

WAN cloud acceleration and optimization 

services reflect the execution of  these strate-

gies. As the top management, Telkom focuses 

on resource and cash flow allocation through 

the “digital now” strategy, transforming into 

an internationally standardized digital telco 

as part of  overall organizational design and 

providing incentives for business units and 

subsidiaries to respond to local needs within 

Telkom’s global strategy.

Table 1. Business Focus of Telkom

Business 
Focus Goal

Digital 
connectivity

To maximize the 
company's cash flow

Digital 
platform

Capture business 
opportunities

Digital 
services Capture value creation

From the perspective of  activity strat-

egy, Telkom conducts its business activities 

in a decentralized manner by placing its op-

erations based on geographical locations and 

governance arrangements through subsid-

iaries that collaborate with external parties 

to generate value. Collaborations like Telin 

with NetIX, TIME dotCom Berhad, and 

Expereo for global coverage exemplify this 

approach. Additionally, on the regional lev-

el, partnerships such as Telkomsigma with 

Google Cloud, focusing on infrastructure 

modernization, application modernization, 

data analytics, productivity solutions, and 

collaborative solutions, are developed jointly 

to address specific challenges for companies 

and communities. These decisions reflect 

Telkom’s strategic choice in conducting its 

business activities. 

Looking at the business strategy, Tel-

kom maintains minimal costs and ensures a 

competitive cost position through efficient 

production methods. It organizes its produc-

tion and leverages opportunities obtained 

through collaborations between Telkom and 

its subsidiaries with major technology com-

panies. The opportunities gained as a major 

telecommunications company in Indonesia 

with a diverse and competent portfolio at-

tract various investors, supporting Telkom’s 

interests in the global market. Additionally, 

Telkom possesses a highly competent R&D 

centre and collaborates with other key com-

panies and stakeholders, both regionally and 

globally, to offer products distinct from its 

competitors. 

Of  the strategies implemented by Tel-

kom, all of  them are influenced by the three 

main drivers of  globalization and simultane-

ously represent responses issued by Telkom. 

Initially, Telkom did not have a wide range 

of  business fields. However, the influence of  

technology has enabled Telkom to diversify 

into various business sectors and establish 

five customer segments, focusing on custom-

er satisfaction. This has also provided Telkom 

with new ways to conduct its business activ-

Source: (CNBC Indonesia TV and CNBC 

Indonesia 2022)
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ities by adopting technologies such as AI for 

customer services. Furthermore, this has em-

powered Telkom to expand its business glob-

ally through its subsidiaries, whose services 

go beyond regional coverage to global reach. 

As a significant digital telecommunication 

company in Indonesia, Telkom is influenced 

by sustainability issues and has taken on var-

ious responsibilities to enhance Indonesia’s 

digital capabilities. This includes initiatives 

related to talent and infrastructure through 

programs and collaborations, given Telkom’s 

visibility in the public eye. In its global ex-

pansion, Telkom collaborates to adapt to reg-

ulations in its target countries and elevate its 

standards. This is crucial as regulations vary 

across countries and regions, with significant 

changes occurring regionally, including en-

hancements in capabilities. The case study 

drawn from Telkom’s global strategy in the 

digital era, Telkom’s technology adoption 

initiatives, strategic partnerships, custom-

er-centric approach in the global market, 

and regulations in the digital telecommuni-

cations industry guide the analysis and rec-

ommendations for Telkom’s strategy in the 

global market in the digital era, utilizing the 

globalization strategy framework. 

Discussion
Telkom’s Global Strategy in the Digital 

Age

Telkom’s latest targets in its strategy 

from 2023-2024 are to achieve the domains 

of  digital connectivity, digital platforms, 

and digital services (Syahputra and CNBC 

Indonesia, 2023). Additionally, not to be 

overlooked, in 2024, Telkom aims to have an 

energy-efficient and environmentally friend-

ly blue energy-based data centre (Sudoyo, 

2023). The vision is to “Be the King of  Dig-

ital in the Region” to continuously improve 

customer experience, expand digital busi-

ness, and implement lean operations (PT. 

Telkom Indonesia, 2020a). From these three 

goals, Telkom has a way to achieve them, 

namely formulating every experience gained 

by customers to understand customers bet-

ter, providing competent and high-quality 

broadband services, and streamlining digital 

processes supported by practical, agile, and 

collaborative organization and leadership. 

Meanwhile, Telkom’s mission is to “Lead 

Indonesian Digital Innovation and Global-

ization,” where Telkom is an innovation pio-

neer in Indonesia and becomes a global mar-

ket player by actively developing the digital 

ecosystem (PT. Telkom Indonesia, 2020a).

From the global strategy, vision, and 

mission of  Telkom, Telkom has a competi-

tive strategy through innovation in business 

models, value chains, digital technology, 

and engaging in the TIMES Portfolio by fo-

cusing on customer value from all customer 

segments. For the strategy to be realized, Tel-

kom has made ten initiatives abbreviated as 

“Digital Now”, which can be seen in Table 

2.

Table 2. Abbreviations of “Digital Now”

No Let-
ters Meaning

1. D Defend and sustain the leading 
mobile position.
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2. I Ignite Indonesia into a broad-
band nation

3. G Grow Enterprise business 
through digital ecosystem

4. I
Invest in smart platform and 
intensify digital services ex-
pansion

5. T Transform into global ‘hub’ for 
world wide digital ecosystem

6. A
Acquire capabilities and maxi-
mize value through digital and 
telecom A&A

7. L
Localize technology business-
es through innovation and in-
vestment

8. N
Navigate major operating 
and organizational model 
transformation

9. O Optimize synergies across The 
Telkom Group and SOE

10. W World-class people and culture

Telkom has undergone many trans-

formations in its implementation by contin-

uously supporting Indonesia’s digitalization 

to become a global player in the digital tele-

communications market. Telkom is currently 

focusing on three main pillars to improve its 

competencies and capabilities in the digital 

business, namely digital connectivity, digital 

platforms, and digital services (Ayu, 2022). 

Digital connectivity from the existence of  In-

dihome, which controls 80% of  the Indone-

sian market, digital platforms to be utilized 

in various sectors, such as the existence of  

data centres, cloud computing, and big data 

which is utilized on various platforms such 

as Linkaja, Tadex, and others, digital ser-

vices that aim to provide a variety of  digital 

solutions for all levels of  society, such as the 

agricultural sector with Agree, the logistics 

sector with Logee, and others. All of  this 

is done to continuously enhance Telkom’s 

excellence as a global player following the 

five bold moves strategy to maximize op-

portunities, increase competitiveness, and 

value creation as changes made by Telkom 

because, in the digital era, challenges will 

become greater (Ayu, 2022; Rosadi, 2022). 

This strategy has five focuses, both domes-

tically and globally, namely strengthening 

market penetration, unlocking the potential 

of  infrastructure assets, consolidating data 

centre asset processes, business transforma-

tion in B2B, and expanding digital business 

in both B2C and B2B segments (Kumparan 

Tech, 2023). Indeed, this aligns with the 

GSF, which sees the main actors as MNCs 

striving for their business in the global mar-

ket. As a state-owned enterprise, they have a 

big responsibility to enhance Indonesia’s dig-

ital competitiveness. However, Telkom also 

wants to become a global player, the influ-

ence of  technology that transforms Telkom’s 

business processes and the five bold moves 

as Telkom’s strategy aligns with regulations 

and standards in various countries, including 

Indonesia. In addition, Telkom is making 

many efforts that align with the three types 

of  strategies in the GSF. 
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To compete in the global market, Tel-

kom continues to improve its digital business 

capabilities through building, borrowing, 

and buying strategies. The strategy is built 

by maximizing infrastructure capabilities 

and digital talent so that Telkom can pro-

vide the best for its users (Antara, 2021). 

Borrowing strategy by building partnerships 

with large technology companies, regionally 

and globally, such as Telkom’s cooperation 

agreement with Microsoft Indonesia. A buy-

ing strategy by encouraging investments that 

prioritize synergies in order to increase Tel-

komGroup’s digital capabilities, such as in-

vesting in large digital companies and start-

ups both regionally and globally, including 

increased investment in the Gojek company 

and 50 startups in 12 countries through MDI 

ventures, which enabled Telkom to have an 

annual consolidated revenue of  3.9 per cent 

to IDR 69.5 trillion (Antara, 2021).

Telkom utilized the ASEAN Indo-Pa-

cific Forum (AIPF) to expand its business. 

Telkom presented its investment focus on 

three pillars, namely connectivity, platforms, 

and digital services, but currently, Telkom 

still needs partners to supply digital plat-

forms. In addition, Telkom partnered with 

Singtel in this forum to build a Hyperscale 

Data Center in Batam with an investment 

value of  581 million US dollars (Razak, 

2023). In this forum, many international ac-

tors expect the positive impact of  the digital 

financial revolution on the economy and so-

cial inclusion despite facing challenges such 

as geographic diversity and variations in tal-

ent, technology, and infrastructure readiness. 

Additionally, this forum helps bring together 

the public and private sectors, both from re-

gional and global players within the Indo-Pa-

cific and ASEAN region (Razak, 2023).

Telkom Technology Adoption Initiative
The adoption of  technology by Tel-

kom has to do with the digitalization that 

occurs in the telecommunications industry. 

Companies invest in people, processes, and 

technology as three elements to get more 

benefits from the market, such as increasing 

market share (Gharib, 2019). 

If  companies adopt technology, they 

will benefit from an increased percentage in 

their business processes, including in tele-

communications companies, such as a 75% 

increase in customer engagement, a 63% in-

crease in customer satisfaction, a 53% higher 

digital traffic, a 49% increase in lead gener-

ation (Gharib, 2019), and visitor conversion 

becomes greater by around 46% (Gharib, 

2019).

To maximize Telkom’s business ex-

pansion in the global market, Telkom under-

took a technology adoption initiative by ap-

plying artificial intelligence (AI) to optimize 

business operations that have the potential 

to be used in the long term. The type of  AI 

developed is a chatbot for customer services 

to respond to various questions from custom-

ers. This initiative was described at The Bali 

Annual Telkom International Conference 

(BATIC) in 2023 in Nusa Dua, Bali (Hari-

yanti, 2023). The emergence of  various AI 

innovations is an opportunity for digital tele-

communication companies to lure customers 

because, in several case studies, many other 

companies from other industries use AI to 
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maximize services for many users, such as 

Tiktok, Instagram, Spotify, and others (Hari-

yanti, 2023). 

As for the challenges in adopting AI, 

only some companies in Indonesia invest in 

R&D in AI development, with around 28%, 

while around 57% of  companies consider 

adopting AI in their business processes. This 

low percentage is caused by uneven talent 

distribution that can develop AI, difficulties 

in finding the right partners, lack of  knowl-

edge in AI investment, and issues with per-

sonal data. In response to this low percent-

age, Telkom openly absorbs knowledge from 

existing AI technologies by adopting and 

developing them, such as metaverse, openly 

announces the desired partner criteria, and 

develops applications based on cyber secu-

rity like Open Web Application Security 

Project (OWASP) and IT General Control 

(ITGC) (Fitri, 2022; Suhartanto & Firdaus, 

2023; Waranggani, 2022). Even so, Indone-

sia has experienced a high economic increase 

of  around 366 million USD, equivalent to a 

12% increase in Indonesia’s GDP in 2030 

(Hariyanti, 2023). Telkom, as a large digital 

telecommunications company in Indonesia, 

has access to build partnerships with Google 

and Microsoft and invest in many potential 

startups because the development of  AI re-

quires competent sources, broad bandwidth 

capacity, energy, and processing machines. 

Telkom’s adoption of  technology, including 

AI, has inspired many companies to achieve 

successful business operations that were 

previously unsolved. However, Telkom has 

yet to go too far in developing AI, such as 

AI, which completely replaces the role of  

humans. However, Telkom is aware of  the 

coming technological innovations and can 

prepare its digital talents to face the future 

(Hariyanti, 2023). 

Telkom’s Customer-Centered Approach 

in the Global Marketplace
In its expansion in the global market in the 

digital era, Telkom takes a regional and 

global customer-centric approach to the 

various services offered. Telkom continues 

to increase value to take a customer-centric 

approach; Telkom organizes its business 

by dividing customer segments or Custom-

er Units (CFU), which are divided into five 

segments, namely Consumer, Mobile, Enter-

prise, Wholesale and International Business, 

and others (PT. Telkom Indonesia, 2022a). 

In each segment, there are product specifica-

tions, namely:

1.	 Products for the consumer segment 

consist of  fixed voice, fixed broad-

band, IP-TV, and digital services, 

with 9.2 million subscriptions.

2.	 Products for the mobile segment con-

sist of  cellular legacy services (voice 

and SMS), mobile broadband, IoT, 

big data, financial services, VOD, 

music, gaming, and digital advertis-

ing with more than 300 million sub-

scriptions.

3.	 Products for the enterprise segment 

consist of  platform and ICT services 

such as connectivity, IT services and 

cloud, business process outsourcing, 

devices, satellite business, e-health 

services and ATM management with 

more than 300 million customers. 
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4.	 Products for the wholesale and inter-

national business segment consist of  

wholesale traffic, networks, digital 

platforms, and services such as tow-

ers, data centres, and managed infra-

structure and networks covering re-

gional and global with more than 500 

customers and partners. 

5.	 Products for other segments include 

digital platforms, digital content, and 

e-commerce for B2B with 77 users.

These products are distributed in re-

gional and global coverage, such as Austra-

lia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Myanmar, Sin-

gapore, Taiwan, Timor-Leste, Dubai, the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and the 

Philippines (PT. Telkom Indonesia, 2022a). 

In each segment, they have marketing strat-

egies to adopt a customer-centric approach, 

namely:

1.	 The consumer segment focuses on im-

proving the quality of  services and a 

broader customer experience through 

the ‘You Are First’ program, based on 

the belief  that customers are the top 

priority. Additionally, Telkom engag-

es in activities through loyalty pro-

grams to continuously interact direct-

ly with customers, enhance network 

equipment, and reduce response times 

to address disruptions. The offered 

products provide attractive value to 

customers through digital channels, 

campaigns, and celebration promo-

tions, such as the ‘Unlimited Activ-

ities’ tagline that emphasizes brand 

stories, gimmicks, special offers, and 

community empowerment (PT. Tel-

kom Indonesia 2022a). Telkom also 

collaborates and contributes to signif-

icant events such as Mandalika Mo-

toGP, IndiHome Gideon Badmin-

ton Academy (IGBA), International 

Basketball Federation, IndiHome 

Blog Competition, FIFA World Cup 

broadcasting sponsorships, Indi-

Home Limitless E-Sport Academy, 

and more. Moreover, multisectoral 

activities focus on multi-sector events 

across Indonesia almost weekly, in-

cluding sports, e-sports, arts, litera-

cy, education, and social activities. 

Through all these approaches in the 

consumer segment, its main product, 

IndiHome, is promoted to a wide 

range of  potential customers (PT. Tel-

kom Indonesia, 2022a). 

2.	 The mobile segment refers to a mar-

keting strategy that focuses on the 

specifications of  customer segments 

and personalizes offers through vari-

ous channels for efficient implemen-

tation. Additionally, Telkom enhanc-

es payload growth and acquires new 

users through improvements in net-

work quality, services, product offer-

ings, digital capabilities, acceleration, 

and expanding the digital ecosystem. 

To continually improve customer 

satisfaction, Telkom’s partners and 

others increase data usage and digi-

tal products and create more creative 

content on digital platforms based 

on what customers need. One imple-

mentation is enhancing digital life-
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style capabilities in games and videos, 

such as the influence of  Maxstream 

on the streaming industry, and sup-

porting the mobile game industry by 

providing solutions that empower the 

gaming community through ‘Dun-

ia Games’ (PT. Telkom Indonesia, 

2022a). 

3.	 The enterprise segment focuses on 

continuous improvement and fun-

damental enhancements, increasing 

consultative sales, and developing 

strategies that support products and 

services to be closer to customers. 

Additionally, Telkom expands busi-

ness partnerships, attracts high-end 

customers, and collaborates with cus-

tomers to design what they genuinely 

need. In this segment, Telkom has a 

more competitive marketing strategy 

by organizing digital transformation 

initiatives conducted by a company, 

enhancing its portfolio in the market, 

supporting SMEs to gain greater ac-

cess through digital platforms, and 

becoming a trusted partner in the ICT 

industry for the Indonesian govern-

ment. Telkom has several specific em-

ployee positions to improve customer 

service, such as Account Managers, 

Government Relationship Officers, 

Business Account Managers, and 

Tele Account Management (PT. Tel-

kom Indonesia, 2022a).

4.	 The wholesale and international busi-

ness segment focuses on improving 

the effectiveness and efficiency of  the 

cost structure, creating new oppor-

tunities, supporting state-owned en-

terprises (BUMN) to go global, and 

evaluating the portfolio to become 

better, ensuring the value of  this seg-

ment continues to increase. The spe-

cific strategy for this segment includes 

offering attractive business schemes 

with competitive prices based on the 

quality of  its services, enhancing ser-

vices for global data centre customers, 

providing comprehensive solutions to 

tower service customers, and expand-

ing into regional markets by offering 

submarine cable deployment and 

maintenance services (PT. Telkom In-

donesia, 2022a).

5.	 The other segment refers to the con-

tinuous improvement of  digital in-

novation, including digital content, 

more engaging digital services, brand, 

platform, operations, customer expe-

rience, enhancing the digital business 

portfolio, and more (PT. Telkom In-

donesia, 2022a). 

Customer-centric Telkom received 

positive feedback from customers due to 

the growth in customer satisfaction in 2022, 

reaching 29.72% for the services provided by 

Telkom, including Telkomsel by.U, especial-

ly with the addition of  digital prepaid ser-

vices. In addition, the percentage is higher 

than that of  XL Axiata, which puts Telkom 

in first place (Jatmiko, 2023).
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Regulation in the Digital Telecommuni-

cations Industry
As a significant digital telecommuni-

cations company in Indonesia, global and re-

gional regulations impact Telkom. Regional 

regulations originating from Indonesia are 

created to address challenges arising in the 

digital telecommunications industry by en-

abling the inhibition of  growth in the digital 

market due to disparities in infrastructure de-

velopment among regions in Indonesia, such 

as Java, Bali, and others. The Indonesian 

government’s efforts in developing the tele-

communications industry aim to equalize 

digital capabilities across Indonesia by fully 

opening up the industry to investors through 

the regulations outlined in Law Number 11 

of  2020 on Job Creation (Omnibus Law) and 

facilitating the licensing process for estab-

lishing businesses in this industry, ultimately 

attracting significant investments (Hartanto 

et al., 2023). Another initiative by the Indo-

nesian government involves enhancing data 

protection, given the numerous data breach-

es in Indonesia, with a peak occurrence be-

tween August and September 2022, primar-

ily within the digital telecommunications 

industry. In response to this significant risk, 

Indonesia swiftly enacted the Personal Data 

Protection Law in September 2022 to com-

prehensively regulate data privacy, similar 

to the General Data Protection Regulation 

of  the European Union. Indonesia’s actions 

became more stringent, requiring all compa-

nies engaged in digital business, including 

telecommunications companies, to promptly 

register their electronic systems in Indonesia. 

While attracting significant public attention, 

this move proved effective, as many digital 

platform companies swiftly registered them-

selves after that (Hartanto et al., 2023). 

Digital telecommunications compa-

nies in Indonesia are subject to the Ministry 

of  Communication and Information Tech-

nology (Kemenkominfo), which regulates 

the management of  resources, postal and 

information technology equipment, postal 

and information technology administration, 

information technology application manage-

ment, and public information and commu-

nication management. They must also be in-

volved in cybersecurity and data protection 

regulations supervised by Kemenkominfo 

and the National Cyber and Crypto Agency 

(BSSN) (Hartanto et al., 2023). As for more 

detailed sources of  regulation for the digital 

telecommunications industry, including cy-

bersecurity and data protection, they include:

Key regulations in the digital tele-

communications industry:

1.	 Law Number 36 of  1999 concerning 

Telecommunications (Telecommuni-

cations Law), later amended by the 

Omnibus Law into Law Number 11 

of  2020 concerning Job Creation.

2.	 Law Number 11 of  2008 concerning 

Electronic Information and Transac-

tions (ITE Law) was later amended 

into Law Number 19 of  2016.

3.	 Government Regulation Number 46 

of  2021 concerning Post, Telecom-

munications, and Broadcasting (PP 

46/2021). 

4.	 Government Regulation Number 71 

of  2019 concerning Operational Sys-

tems and Electronic Transactions (PP 



	 Global South Review98

71/2019).

5.	 Ministry of  Communication and In-

formation Technology Regulation 

Number 5 of  2020 concerning Elec-

tronic System Providers in the Private 

Sector, later amended into Ministry 

of  Communication and Information 

Technology Regulation Number 10 

of  2021.

6.	 Ministry of  Communication and In-

formation Technology Regulation 

Number 5 of  2021 concerning Tele-

communications Operations.

7.	 Circular Letter of  the Ministry of  

Communication and Information 

Technology Number 3 of  2016 regard-

ing the Provision of  Internet-based 

Application Services (over the top).

Regulations on data protection and 

cybersecurity:

1.	 Law Number 27 of  2022 concerning 

Personal Data Protection (Personal et 

al. Law).

2.	 The ITE Law (Law Number 11 of  

2008 concerning Electronic Informa-

tion and Transactions, last amended 

into Law Number 19 of  2016).

3.	 PP 71/2019 (Government Regulation 

Number 71 of  2019 concerning im-

plementing Electronic Systems and 

Transactions).

4.	 Ministry of  Communication and In-

formation Technology Regulation 

Number 20 of  2016 concerning Per-

sonal Data Protection in Electronic 

Systems.

5.	 BSSN Regulation Number 8 of  2020 

concerning Security Systems in the 

Management of  Electronic Systems.

Digital telecommunication services 

can only be owned by companies holding 

licenses regulated by the Ministry of  Com-

munication and Information Technology. 

This includes the organization of  telecom-

munication networks, telecommunication 

equipment and its usage, spectrum, service 

areas, provisioning, and delivery of  telecom-

munication services. In recent years, there 

have been changes in ownership and market 

access, including the digital telecommuni-

cation industry, as outlined in Presidential 

Regulation Number 10 of  2021, Presidential 

Regulation Number 49 of  2021, and Presi-

dential Regulation Number 44 of  2016. The 

aim is to restrict foreign investments in vari-

ous industries, as previous investments had 

negative impacts, resulting in significant for-

eign ownership (Hartanto et al., 2023). 

Global regulations are derived from 

several international actors that exert influ-

ence in the global market. Among the high-

ly influential international actors in global 

digital telecommunications regulations are, 

firstly, the International Telecommunication 

Union (ITU), a specialized United Nations 

agency responsible for coordinating global 

telecommunications operations and services. 

ITU plays a significant role in developing 

international standards, allocating global 

radio spectrum resources, and fostering in-

novation in the telecommunications sector 

(Utilities One, 2023). Secondly, the Feder-

al Communications Commission (FCC) is 

an independent agency in the United States 
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with significant responsibilities for regulating 

cross-country and international communica-

tions. It enforces regulations related to Inter-

net service providers, promotes competition 

in the telecommunications market, ensures 

smooth and efficient communication chan-

nels, protects consumer interests, advocates 

for network neutrality, and ensures contin-

ued access to telecommunication services. 

Finally, the European Telecommunications 

Network Operators’ Association (ETNO) 

operates in the European Union to develop 

policies that stimulate industry growth, pro-

mote innovation, and enhance Europe’s glob-

al competitiveness. This is achieved through 

policies that ensure fair competition, innova-

tion opportunities, incentives for investment 

in the European telecommunications mar-

ket, collaboration with policymakers, and 

more (Utilities One, 2023). 

The presence of  regulations has a real 

impact when Telkom operates its business 

operations under regulations. Telkom suc-

cessfully obtained the Most Excellent Good 

Corporate Governance Implementation by 

implementing Good Corporate Governance 

(GCG), which includes transparency, ac-

countability, responsibility, independence, 

and fairness and equality that can enhance 

the company’s national and international 

competitiveness (Anam and CNBC Indone-

sia, 2023). This shows that Telkom’s stan-

dards at the national and international levels 

are based on both regulations that can im-

prove its business. 

Innovation and Research & Develop-

ment (R&D)
In facing the global market in the digi-

tal era, Telkom engages in innovation and re-

search and development (R&D) with actors 

both at the regional and global levels. Telkom 

consistently explores innovation and R&D 

by developing AI for AI Voice, AI Image/

Video, and AI Text/NLP, which are predict-

ed to become significant businesses driving 

the growth of  the 4.0 industry (PT. Telkom 

Indonesia 2020b). Telkom also establishes 

comprehensive facilities to support innova-

tion and R&D, such as the AI Lab, Robotics 

Lab, RPA (Robotic Programming Automa-

tion) Lab, Blockchain Lab, AR (Augmented 

Reality)/VR (Virtual Reality) Lab, Biolog-

ical Signal Lab, and others, equipped with 

various advanced devices like the NVIDIA 

DGX A100 to accelerate the training data 

process and AI algorithms. The presence of  

innovation and R&D is expected to contrib-

ute to providing incubator services for many 

startup companies by collaborating with uni-

versities, businesses, communities, govern-

ments, and media to enhance Telkom’s and 

Indonesia’s competitiveness in the global 

market (PT. Telkom Indonesia, 2020b).

To further accelerate innovation and 

R&D, Telkom collaborates with the Indo-

nesian Telecommunications and Digital Re-

search Institute (ITDRI) and the Massachu-

setts Institute of  Technology (MIT) through 

the Industrial Liaison Program (ILP), pri-

marily focusing on enhancing digital talent 

through digital transformation development. 

This collaboration also addresses the rapid 

and extensive technological advancements, 
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such as the Internet of  Things (IoT). MIT 

is a globally renowned institute that contrib-

utes significantly to research, knowledge, in-

novation, and alums, impacting the world’s 

technological progress (PT. Telkom Indone-

sia, 2022b). The primary focus on develop-

ing digital talent aims to meet global needs 

for digital skills across various sectors. This 

collaboration adopts the Penta helix scheme, 

involving the government, business partners, 

academia, technology providers, and the 

community, including many international 

actors. Both parties gain access to databas-

es, articles, and more to generate ideas that 

provide solutions. The implementation of  

ILP through the adoption of  the Penta he-

lix scheme in the regional context is carried 

out by Telkom in collaboration with ITDR, 

involving the Bandung Institute of  Technol-

ogy (ITB) and Padjadjaran University (Un-

pad), with a focus on IoT, Blockchain, and 

AI tailored to industry needs and strengthen-

ing Indonesia’s digital talent capabilities (PT. 

Telkom Indonesia 2022b; Syahputra, 2023).

As a subsidiary of  Telkom, Telin en-

gages in the exploration, investment, provi-

sion, and utilization of  submarine cable tech-

nology. Submarine cable technology enables 

more efficient and robust data transmission 

across borders, accelerating innovation and 

positioning Indonesia as a primary gateway 

for high-speed data delivery in the region-

al and global markets through programs 

like WIDE and APNIC. This is achieved 

through collaboration with the Asia Pacific 

Infrastructure Development Trust (APIDT). 

Additionally, this collaboration supports 

joint investments and development initiatives 

(PT. Telekomunikasi Indonesia Internasion-

al, 2023). 

Telkom is engaged in further innova-

tion and research and development (R&D) 

by creating new network services in the 

Asia-Pacific region, focusing on virtual infra-

structure technology for the years ahead, spe-

cifically targeted for 2020. This innovation 

and R&D are conducted through collabora-

tion with Nippon Telegraph and Telephone 

Corporation (NTT) as part of  implementing 

the Asia-Pacific Telecom Innovation Initia-

tive (ATII) program. The initiative aims to 

develop proof  of  concepts (PoCs) and techni-

cal studies to strengthen partnerships. Many 

service providers in the Asia-Pacific region 

face challenges such as natural disasters and 

diverse traffic needs due to uneven popula-

tion growth (Antara, 2017). Moreover, this 

innovation and R&D initiative aims to create 

new markets using Information and Com-

munication Technology (ICT), focusing on 

sustainable development through collabora-

tion and promotion with various partners in 

the Asia-Pacific region. The goal is to lead 

the global economy in the future. Ultimately, 

the ATII program resulted in three projects: 

high-value-added network services, server 

platform virtualization, and flexible access 

network virtualization (Antara, 2017). 

Policy Recommendation
In this final section, the author recom-

mends policies while providing conclusions. 

In this digital era, Telkom has extensively 

transformed its business by diversifying its 

business types to align with current trends in 

the global and regional markets. As a signifi-
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cant digital telecommunications company in 

Indonesia, Telkom is responsible for enhanc-

ing the country’s digital capabilities. While 

expanding globally by strengthening its re-

gional presence, Telkom possesses a compe-

tent portfolio to enter the global market. The 

digital influence also requires Telkom to nav-

igate regulations in different regions, each 

with its digital regulations. The complex co-

ordination among Telkom, its subsidiaries, 

and business units due to the many business-

es owned serves as a subject for future explo-

ration. It represents limitations that need to 

be addressed in this study.

The policy recommendations for Tel-

kom in the global market in the digital era 

are formulated based on the globalization 

strategy framework by analyzing numerous 

case studies, as depicted in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Telkom Policy Recommendations

In Figure 2, it is explained that the 

interaction between globalization with tech-

nology, sustainability, and politics presents 

threats and opportunities for Telkom. This 

underscores the importance of  carefully for-

mulating Telkom’s strategy to manage both 

opportunities and risks in the global market 

in the digital era. Telkom’s strategy in the 

global digital market is crucial to comple-

ment its regional strategies, given the undeni-

able fact that Telkom is a leading digital tele-

communication company in Indonesia. In 

implementing these strategies, Telkom must 

leverage technology in its business operations 

to manage the control system between Tel-

kom and its subsidiaries and business units. 

Once Telkom’s control system is competent, 

it will generate high competitiveness with 

various business portfolios that align with its 

strategy in the global digital market. It is also 

important to note that national and interna-

tional regulations are crucial to improving 

standards, enhancing competitiveness and 

compliance with regulations, which is equal-

ly important. Therefore, the author believes 

that Telkom must acquire and absorb knowl-

edge and technology from the global market, 

whether through competition, collaboration, 

or regulations, to continually enhance Tel-

kom’s value-added and ensure its position in 

Indonesia against its competitors. Although 

its position in the global market may still 

need to have a significant impact due to in-

tensified competition, its presence among es-

tablished global players adds value.
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