GEOG 484, Southeast Asia

Winter I 2011-2012
Glassman

Essay Assignment

Due: Monday 12 December in Room 217 Geography
For this essay assignment, you will act as a consultant and offer your advice—in the form of a consultant’s report—to one of the organizations below, on the issue discussed in the section pertaining to that organization.  Please choose only one of the organizations and write a 15 to 20-page, double-spaced, report for it on the issue in question.  The report should provide the following: (1) a brief overview of the geographical and historical background relevant to the issue; (2) a description and analysis of the contemporary conflicts surrounding the issue, including differing interpretations of what is at stake and what should be done; and (3) a recommendation as to which of the options for action that you have described you believe is the best for the organization to follow. If you wish, you may also ask to write about a topic that is a variation on one of the themes below.

Organization #1: The Canadian Finance Ministry

The Canadian Finance Ministry would like your suggestions as to how to approach possible future crises like the one that struck in Southeast Asia in 1997-98, which caused currency instability, slower economic growth, and higher unemployment in Southeast Asia, with indirect effects on Canada such as declining exports to Southeast Asia.  In general, it would like to know to what extent you recommend that Western countries take the lead role in dealing with these problems in the future (e.g., through APEC), or to what extent you recommend allowing Japan and/or other Asian countries to take the leading role (e.g., through EAEC).  More specifically, it would like to know what you think about ideas such as local controls on currency exchanges, the development of regional planning for investment and trade, and the development of social security systems by states within the region.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the Canadian Finance Ministry should favor.
Organization #2: The Vietnamese Ministry of Industry

The Vietnamese Ministry of Industry would like your suggestions as to what sort of industrial development model is best suited for the country.  In general, it would like to know whether you think it is best for the country to follow some variant of the development strategies pursued by the Southeast Asian “tigers” of Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand, or whether it is better off pursuing some kind of alternative strategy, such as either a more agriculturally centered or less “internationalist” strategy. If you favor a manufacturing-based strategy, it would also like to know if you favor a more “statist” approach like those taken in Singapore or Malaysia or a somewhat more “market-friendly” approach like the one taken in Thailand.  More specifically, it would like to know what effects you would anticipate from each of the possible strategies, both on rates of economic growth and on distribution of wealth and income, as well as on the international standing and domestic legitimacy of the regime.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the Vietnamese Ministry of Industry should favor.

Organization #3: The Electro-Node Corporation (a mythical Japan-based electronics firm)
The Electro-Node Corporation would like your suggestions on whether or not it should expand its operations by opening a branch plant in Malaysia.  In general, it would like to know whether or not you see such a move as advisable in the wake of the Asian economic crisis and regional recovery, the response of the Malaysian government to this crisis and recovery process, internal political tensions in the country, and the “war on terrorism” in the region.  More particularly, it would like to know your opinion about issues such as the general prospects of Malaysia as a manufacturing base for electronics goods (including the investment environment created by the Malaysian state under the current regime), the prospects of the broader Asian regional market for the goods manufactured in Malaysia, and the issue of competition from Japan within the region.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the Electro-Node Corporation should favor.

Organization #4: The Wang Lee Company (a mythical Chinese-Indonesian family garment business)

The Wang Lee Company would like your suggestions on whether or not it should keep its operations in Indonesia or attempt to move them to China, where the family has business ties.  In general, it would like to know whether or not you see good prospects for economic growth and political stability in Indonesia or whether you think it unlikely that economic dynamism and political stability like that which prevailed in the 1970s and 1980s will return because of factors like separatist struggles and the “war on terrorism.”  More specifically, it would like to know if you see the prospects for small garment exporting firms in Indonesia as being good in the future, whether or not you see anti-Chinese sentiment in Indonesia as increasing or subsiding, and how you see competition from China in the garment export sector as affecting the options available.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the Wang Lee Company should favor.

Organization #5: the Canadian Labor Congress (CLC)

The CLC would like your suggestions on whether or not it should play an active role in supporting ventures like the Clean Clothes Campaign in Cambodia and use such campaigns to try to strengthen and build solidarity with Cambodian labor unions. Specifically, it would like to know if you think campaigns such as this can sustainably improve wages and standards of living in both Cambodia and Canada, or whether it is a new variation on the “race to the bottom,” in which foreign investment in lower-wage manufacturing in countries of the Global South exploits workers there while putting downward pressure on wages of workers in the Global North. It would like to know in particular how you see the labor standards implemented in such campaigns as affecting women workers in Cambodia, their economic and social options, and their ability to represent their own interests in the international arena.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the CLC should favor.

Organization #6: the Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU, a Philippine trade union federation)

The KMU would like your suggestions on what sort of labor relations system it should favor.  In general, it would like to know which of the following you think it is best to support: (1) US-style independent trade unions, which bargain directly with the company or industry on behalf of all organized workers in the company or industry; (2) European-style “corporatist” trade unions, which engage in annual collective bargaining with state and business representatives; (3) Japanese-style “company” unions, which do not operate on an industry-wide basis but only within individual companies; or (4) “social-movement” unions that attempt to bring workers together with other groups to create more political leverage for changes desired by workers groups.  More specifically, it would like to know which of these types of union structure you think would gain support from which kinds of groups in society, which would get the most opposition from which kinds of groups in society, and which would be the most effective and the most appropriate to social and cultural conditions in the Philippines.  It would like to know in particular how you see each of these strategies affecting the position of women workers in the Philippines and their ability to agitate for their own interests in the labor movement.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the KMU should favor.

Organization #7: Burma Relief (a mythical Canada-based NGO)

Burma Relief would like your suggestions on the best approach to improving the human rights situation in Burma.  In general, it would like to know whether or not you think a boycott of international investment and a policy of excluding Burma from international organizations, as proposed by some Burmese democracy groups and human rights organizations, is best, or whether instead you think it is better to trade with Burma and include it in international organizations in the hope that it can be encouraged within those organizations to change its policies, as advocated by ASEAN states.  More specifically, it would like to know if you think one or the other of these approaches will be the most effective in encouraging Burma to do the following: (1) end child labor; (2) end its military repression of ethnic groups and allow regional autonomy; (3) end its suppression of the democracy movement, led by Aung San Suu Kyi, and allow new elections; and (4) crack down on drug trafficking based in Burma.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options Burma Relief should favor.

Organization #8: The United Front for Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD, a Thai political and social movement organization allied with the “Red Shirts”)

The UDD would like your suggestions on whether or not to support the Thai King’s ideas for promoting a “sufficiency economy,” based more on local production and consumption rather than on international trade and foreign direct investment (FDI).  In general, it would like to know if you consider this strategy to be the best way to improve the living standards of the poorest segments of Thai society, or whether instead you would favor either (a) a strategy based more on export growth and FDI (i.e., neo-liberalism), as more traditionally advocated by the Thai state, or (b) a strategy of state-guided development (i.e., limited neo-mercantilism), as promoted by the regime of former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.  In particular, it would like to know what you think about the following issues under one or another of the strategies: (1) the likelihood of the given strategy alleviating poverty and satisfying the demands of villagers and urban workers; (2) the likelihood of the strategy creating more national economic equity; (3) the likelihood of the strategy helping Thai people as a whole participate with more equity in the international economy; and (4) the specific effects of the strategy on the most marginalized groups in Thai society, such as hill tribes, rural villagers from remote areas, poor women (of all ages), the elderly poor, and Muslim groups in the South that might be appealed to by secessionist and/or militant Islamic organizations.  In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current events and how this should be factored into consideration of what options the UDD should favor.

Organization #9: The Asian Development Bank (ADB)

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) would like your suggestions on the best way for Laos to generate economic revenues and encourage a form of economic growth that will benefit the majority of people in Laos who still live in conditions of poverty. In particular, it would like to know if you favor the current emphasis on building dams to generate hydro-electricity for sale to the regional market, as part of Greater Mekong Sub-region integration, with the hope that the revenues from this can be plowed back into local development projects, or whether you would instead favor a strategy based less on export of natural resources and more on the development of indigenous agriculture, handicraft production, trade, and tourism. It would like to know, in particular, what you see as the benefits and costs of each of these kinds of strategies for various village groups, especially upland ethnic minority groups. In outlining your response, please indicate to what extent geographical-historical factors influence current development options and how this should be factored into consideration of what strategies the ADB should favor.
Organization #10: The Timor Leste Ministry of Education, Culture, and Sport

The Timor Leste Ministry of Education, Culture, and Sport would like your suggestions regarding strategies of education and social development for the new state. In general, it would like to know whether you think it is best for the country to follow some variant of the development strategy pursued by Singapore, including its emphasis on “Asian values,” or whether it is better off pursuing some kind of alternative strategy, such as either a strategy linked more to “Western” institutions or else rooted in local/regional practices.  More specifically, it would like to know what kinds of education and training would be most appropriate to developing a Timorese society that can both successfully rebuild and develop as well as attain goals of egalitarianism that have been central to the struggle for independence.  In outlining your response, please indicate what sorts of geographical-historical factors should be considered in making this choice. 

Organization #11: The Singaporean political opposition

Singaporean political groups that oppose the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) would like your suggestions on policies that address two challenges facing the Singaporean state. First, it would like to know whether or not you would favor expanding the current forms of “social welfare” provision in Singapore—for example, providing more unemployment insurance (e.g., to address issues of economic restructuring), more expansive health care benefits (e.g., to address an aging population), and so on. Second, it would like to know how you would recommend expanding the opportunities for political opposition parties to put such measures as you favor on the political agenda, given PAP’s tremendous political power. Specifically, it would like your suggestions regarding whether or not “Asian values” arguments like those put forward by Lee Kuan Yew should be accepted and regarded as militating against the viability or desirability of European-style social welfare systems within Singapore, as well as whether specific forms of political liberalization that could expand opportunities for opposition parties are likewise appropriate or inappropriate to Singapore’s situation—for example, elimination of the Societies Act and other measures that might create more domestic space for dissident voices, even if these forms of liberalization are undertaken at the expense of increased threats to security. In outlining your response, please indicate what sorts of geographical-historical factors should be considered.
Organization #12: The Brunei Ministry of Industry and Primary Resources
The Brunei Ministry of Industry and Primary Resources would like your recommendation on the best ways for it to begin diversifying its economy—it is currently heavily dependent upon oil revenues—in order to open up new economic prospects for Brunei residents later in the 20th century, as oil revenues wane. In particular, it would like to know if you would recommend a development strategy that focuses on manufacturing development, as promoted by countries like Malaysia and Thailand in the past, or whether it should instead move directly to promoting development of a services based economy, as Singapore has done in recent years. It would also like to know what kinds of effects you would expect each of these strategies to have on social stability and cultural continuity, including in such areas as the maintenance or breakdown of existing gender relations and the legitimacy of the Sultanate. In outlining your response, please indicate what sorts of geographical-historical factors should be considered in making this choice.
