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Indonesia’s Defense Ministry has been recently active in channeling plenty of medical assistance from
China to enhance the country’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak. Throughout the process
Indonesian defense minister Prabowo Subianto has reportedly establish a personal, closer working
relationship with his Chinese counterpart. On the one hand, this might indicate a deepening bilateral
defense relationship. But the growing defense ties should be situated within the broader historical
and policy context, especially with regards to Indonesia’s defense diplomatic engagements.
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Between pragmatism and limitations
Indonesia’s defense diplomatic engagement with China has gradually expanded over the past two
decades.1 Given that the diplomatic ties were only restored in 1990, the growth of Indonesia-China
defense relations is a significant development.
The relationship gained further momentum when both countries’ special forces units conducted a
joint exercise “Sharp Knife” (SK) in 2011. The Indonesian forces saw their Chinese counterpart as an
“alternative partner” for its Army Special Forces Command (KOPASSUS) amidst the American
training ban on this unit.2 This highlights the pragmatic nature underpinning the Indonesia-China
military rapprochement.
The annual exercises however were suspended in 2015 in response to the growing Chinese incursion
into Indonesia’s exclusive economic zone surrounding the Natuna Islands.3 Since then, military
exercises between the two countries have taken place indirectly through multilateral exercises. On May
2018, for example, Indonesian Navy hosted the Multilateral Naval Exercise Komodo in which Chinese
Navy together with navies from the other 32 countries participated.4
While SK’s suspension suggests there are significant limits to Indonesia’s pragmatism, Jakarta has been
reluctant to allow the Natuna incidents to completely overturn its defense partnership with China.
After all, Indonesia needed to sustain its strategic engagement with the largest power in the region.
Indeed, on December 2018, a one-star Indonesian general was assigned as the defense attaché at
Embassy in Beijing for the first time. 5
Furthermore, following Prabowo’s appointment as defense minister in 2019, Jakarta even appeared to
signal to Beijing that it was seeking to deepen the bilateral defense ties. Indeed, China was the first
major power Prabowo visited in his official capacity as a minister.6
Prabowo and China
Analysts had earlier tried to predict how Prabowo’s appointment might affect Indonesia–China
relations.7 After all, Prabowo’s ambivalence towards China was a topic of concern going back to the
campaign period last year. Back then, Prabowo’s camp frequently criticized Indonesia’s much closer
economic relations with China under President Jokowi.8 As “anti-China” and “anti-Chinese”
sentiments swelled-up, his camp also advanced the narrative of Indonesia’s “heavy reliance” on China
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to boost his election prospects.9 But Prabowo also showed admiration towards China. In an April
2019 presidential debate, he praised China for its “positive achievements” in eradicating poverty and
stressed the importance of learning from China’s experience.
This ambivalence notwithstanding, some believed that Prabowo as defense minister would be more
assertive in dealing with the provocative Chinese maneuvers in the North Natuna Sea.10 And yet, when
another series of fishing incidents occurred in the area from late December 2019 to early January 2020,
Prabowo downplayed the incidents.11 Instead of taking a strong public stance, he noted that, “We are
cool. We are relaxed. We can resolve this amicably. After all, China is a friendly nation.”12
This statement suggests that beyond electoral politics, Prabowo has also been pragmatic towards
China. According to Fadli Zon, Deputy Speaker of the National Legislature (DPR) and one of
Prabowo’s closest confidantes, “Mr. Prabowo sees that in fact, our military force there [in Natuna] is
particularly weak…If we [decide] to engage in a physical confrontation with China, the chance of us
suffering from defeat is very likely…Therefore, we have to be realistic in dealing with China.”13
COVID-19 and defense ties
Prabowo has closely engaged his Chinese counterpart throughout the pandemic. Under his
coordination, two batches of medical supplies were successfully transported from China. On March
23, he personally welcomed an Indonesian Air Force transport flight from Shanghai carrying around
8 tons of medical equipment donated by non-governmental sources in China. The Indonesian
Ambassador to China confirmed this was “the initiative of Indonesia’s Ministry of Defense.”14
In the widely covered event, Prabowo thanked Indonesian military personnel for successfully
executing the “humanitarian aid operation”, which he further claimed was a “heroic contribution” by
in the fight against the pandemic.15 Perhaps more importantly, Prabowo also conveyed that he had
established a direct communication with General Wei Fenghe, the Chinese National Defense Minister,
about possibly sending more medical supplies from China.
This relationship was partly an outgrowth of Prabowo’s working trip to Beijing in early December
2019. He met with General Wei and the Deputy Chairman of the Central Military Commission,
General Xu Qiliang. Prabowo’s warm communication with the Chinese military top brass has proven
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to be fruitful. Indeed, Indonesia was one of only twelve countries that received the second batch of
medical assistance from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).16
On May 12, a Chinese military aircraft carrying medical supplies landed in Jakarta. Once again,
Prabowo addressed the handover ceremony. He described China’s assistance as a token of solidarity
between China and Indonesia. He added that “[Indonesia] sees China as a friend and together we will
cooperate to maintain regional stability.”17 On the same day, 30 military medical experts from both
countries took part in a video conference on COVID-19 responses.18 The conference allowed both
sides to share experiences and created opportunities to advance military-to-military exchanges.
Sustaining closer communication
But it remains to be seen whether the growing engagement sparked by the pandemic has or will
considerably transform the bilateral defense ties. For starters, Prabowo and his Chinese counterparts
have to sustain the growing channels of communication. Future closer engagements might create more
opportunities and build confidence. This might also contribute to Indonesia’s plan to partner with
China’s defense industrial companies.
During his last trip to Beijing, Prabowo met with Xu Zhanbin, the Deputy Director of State
Administration for Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense (SASTIND). 19 Several
Chinese state-owned enterprises (e.g. China Precision Machinery Import-Export Corporation,
Norinco, and China Electronics Technology Group Corporation) reportedly participated as well. A
stronger defense industrial collaboration could potentially expand Indonesia–China defense relations
beyond its traditional domain.20
Strengthening Indonesia’s defense partnership with China is also in line with the proposal by one
analyst that Indonesia should “expand its strategic toolkit” in dealing with the South China Sea.21
Closer military-to-military relations might positively affect how both actors perceive each other’s
positions on and maneuvers in the South China Sea. This is not to say that closer those interactions
will completely prevent China from making incursions in the North Natuna Sea. But it might just
provide Indonesia with an alternative crisis communication channel; after all, the PLA is one of the
key actors in China’s foreign and security policy decision-making process.22
As territorial integrity remains a sensitive issue for both Indonesia and China, maritime incidents such
as those recurring in the North Natuna Sea will attract domestic public attention—often demanding
the governments to respond firmly.23 In some instances, the response might include military elements.
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This is where a military-to-military direct communication will be useful. Such a mechanism would be
instrumental in avoiding any misunderstanding or miscalculation on both sides.
Military-to-military ties could thus contribute to bilateral tension management efforts. In the near
future, both countries’ defense establishments should put more effort in sustaining intensive
communication mechanisms. But without strong political support and follow-up actions, the closer
contact established during the pandemic might lose its steam in boosting the defense partnership.
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