Biden Presidency

Expected foreign policies and potential impact on
Malaysia, Southeast Asia

On November 7, the major American news networks broadcast to the world what billions outside of America
wanted to hear: Joseph Robinette Biden Jr, the 2020 Democratic US Presidential candidate know to all as Joe
Biden, has been elected as the 46th President of the United States even as counting of votes were still ongoing. It
does not matter that counting of votes were still ongoing because Biden had garnered more than the 270
Electoral College voles to claim the Presidency. Across Asia, nations celebrated because Donald Trump, the
outgoing President who had used strong arm tactics in US bilateral trade negotiations with the region, is leaving
the White House. The man who put “America First” is gone. Most Asian nations are looking forward to the new
Biden administration as the breath of fresh air.
Luke Hunt of Union of Catholic Asian News could not have summed Asian sentiments any better: “Four years of
the Trump administration have soured US relations with Southeast Asia, which he largely ignored, dispatching
his low-level minions when it suited his trade war with China designed to please his white working-class base. In
pushing his China agenda, Trump also pushed leaders of the 10 nations of the Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN) into a corner, forcing them to choose between a US-led alliance in trade and security or
Beijing’s ever-expanding reach. Trump has also outraged Muslim moderates, abandoned the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP) – potentially the world’s largest free trade bloc – and his attitude to the coronavirus has upset
regional health officials struggling with the pandemic”.1
In contrast to Trump, Biden is expected to put ASEAN at front and centre of his China strategy, which may not be
what ASEAN wants. David Hutt of Asia Times highlighted that Biden may up the ante to compete with China for
influence in South East Asia by leveraging on last year’s creation of the US International Development Finance
Corporation, a development finance institution with reported capital of US$60 billion (RM249 billion), which
could significantly change the region’s “geo-economic” dynamic if the US deploys it strategically to compete with
Chinese investment and aid in the region. Hutt noted that while China often announces big-ticket aid and
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infrastructure investments for regional
countries, including an eye-popping US$26
billion (RM107.9 billion) for the Philippines
that hasn’t arrived, it often fails to follow up
with actual disbursals.2
Hutt said Biden is expected to run a more
devolved administration, giving more
authority and freedom to diplomats and
undersecretaries on the ground in
Southeast Asia to conduct policy. This
would be a break from Trump’s seeming
desire to micromanage policy from the
White House. There are early hopes that
Biden will give stronger emphasis to Southeast Asia in America’s foreign policy mix. Biden’s current Asia team
has signalled as much, with senior advisor Anthony Blinken saying, President Biden will show up and engage
ASEAN on critical issues. “He will make a point of attending regional meetings that Trump so often skipped.
ASEAN is essential to tackling major challenges like climate change and global health,” Blinken wrote on Twitter.
While that is what ASEAN looks forward to, Biden’s engagement of the regional groupings may in this respect,
be seen as a poisoned chalice. In comparison to Obama, Biden has articulated a far tougher China policy. He
has called Chinese President Xi Jinping a “thug” in one Democratic presidential debate earlier this year.3 In
another, he painted China as “an authoritarian dictatorship”. Like most US political leaders, he has long given up
on the idea that China can be reformed, arguing instead that the US must out-compete its Asian rival.
Whereas ASEAN may want Biden to be less confrontational with China while ending Trump’s lenient approach to
Russia, the reality is that Biden and his team will push even more hawkish China tone. Biden has made human
rights a centrepiece of a tougher approach to Beijing, often highlighting the plight of millions of ethnic Uighur
Muslims in Xinjiang. “I’ll put values back at the centre of American foreign policy,” he said in a toughly worded
statement this month that also focused on Tibet. This might appeal to US progressives, but in Asia it comes with
less fortunate Obama-era overtones of Washington lecturing its friends and pushing for democratic reforms.
While America’s position in Asia was weakened by Trump, even under Biden, Washington’s China containment
strategy would remain in force with Southeast Asian leaders walking a political tightrope amid a “perceived Cold
War divide” and not wanting to antagonise either Washington or Beijing, said Kamarulnizam Abdullah, professor
in national security at Universiti Utara Malaysia.4
Biden indicated as much. “The US does need to get tough with China,” Biden wrote recently. “The most effective
way to meet that challenge is to build a united front of US allies and partners to confront China’s abusive
behaviours and human rights violations, even as we seek to cooperate with Beijing on issues where our interests
converge, such as climate change.”
Given Trump’s alarming lack of interest in climate issues, carbon sink countries such as Malaysia and other
ASEAN partners was never bothered even as the European Union (EU) started to push those environmental
buttons. In January 2018, the European Parliament (EP) voted to ban the use of palm oil for the production of
biofuels in the EU by 2020, with the proclaimed aim to stop the deforestation of rainforests in mainly Indonesia
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and Malaysia. Roughly
one-third of the palm oil
imported into the EU
goes into biodiesel
production, and the
rest predominantly to
the food and chemical
industries. EU’s action
means 4% of global
palm oil production
would be subject to a
palm oil ban. If America
gets into the act, the
impact will have even
greater consequences.
Clearly, climate change
means more too
Democrats and Biden
will be under immense
pressure to make
progress from within
his own party. This
requires engagement
with China as the
world’s largest carbon emitter. Arising from this, Biden could return to what they view as Obama’s mushy mix of
priorities, James Crabtree wrote in Foreign Policy.5
Todd Elliott, a risk security analyst with Jakarta-based Concord Consulting, said Biden will generally be positive
for the Southeast Asian region. “There will at least be the hope for a return to more certainty in policymaking and
a more multilateral approach to the region,” he explained.6 Under Biden, the US can be expected to maintain
many of Trump’s tough policies regarding China and the South China Sea disputes, which are supported by the
majority of Americans. Biden will also likely continue to some extent the US trade war with China. But under
Biden, a more coherent and consistent foreign policy towards Southeast Asia would appeal to ASEAN leaders
and underpin improved relations going forward, Luke Hunt said.
Singapore’s Yusof Ishak Institute (ISEAS) published a commentary by Charles Dunst, an associate at LSE
IDEAS, the London School of Economics’ foreign policy think tank, that America’s re-pivot to Asia under Biden
cannot be Obama 2.0.7 “Biden will not necessarily gain traction in Southeast Asia by simply not being Trump. He
will have to bring tangible economic and political options to the table, and harness the intrinsic power of
America’s network of allies and partners,” Dunst said. Polls conducted by ISEAS and Centre for Strategic and
International Studies show that the region has, in fact, lost confidence in the US.
Dunst pointed out that while Trump had left empty ambassadorships to Myanmar, Singapore and ASEAN, his
administration wanted Southeast Asians to not only stand up to China but also choose between the US and
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China – a binary choice that leaders from Hanoi to
Singapore to Jakarta reject. In a region where
showing up is half the battle won, Trump has been
both chronically absent and unnecessarily
aggressive on issues like trade. In September
2018, former Malaysian Prime Minister Datuk Seri
Najib Razak signed a US$2.25 billion
memorandum of understanding to buy Boeing
aircraft for Malaysia Airlines after Washington put
Putrajaya on notice that the Trump administration
was considering sanctions on Malaysia arising from unfair trade.
Dunst stressed Biden needs to deepen, reform and expand American engagement with the region, even while
many countries continue cooperating with China. This engagement should comprise comprehensive economic,
rather than just strategic and military, benefits. Southeast Asian leaders appreciate but need more than military
and political backing. They need investment and aid – and, perhaps above all, to believe that the US is paying
attention and will not execute a strategic retrenchment from the region, he added.
In Dunst’s opinion, Biden would be wise to spearhead a new era
of multilateralism by coordinating with allies like Australia and
Japan and developing a compelling multilateral investment
alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Such an
alternative must come complete with environmental and
transparency mechanisms, also promising to employ local
rather than imported workers – fronts on which the BRI, a
development programme designed for China’s benefit, fails.
Such a bold scheme will both serve American economic
interests and address a real need in the region – the need for
capital to build regional infrastructure. With such a multilateral
programme, Washington could indirectly yet effectively
challenge the BRI from a position of strength, instead of
haphazardly trying to do so with bilateral agreements.
Much of what Dunst outlined are central planks to what Biden
had underlined during Presidential Debates. However, Dunst
stressed that a Biden re-pivot to Asia cannot be Obama 2.0.
There should be no optimistic liberalism; instead Biden’s
liberalism should be steely-eyed, harbouring no expectation that
Southeast Asians will choose the US simply because American values are superior to those of China. This is left
to be seen as Biden, during the presidential debates had stressed on rebuilding alliances in Asia but will remain
tough with China.
The challenge for Biden, Dunst stressed, is the he must go to bat for the US and convince Southeast Asians
in practical terms – economic, strategic and political – why American regional leadership benefits them,
rather than just focusing on how China’s alternative does not. The US must go beyond the rhetoric of
getting Southeast Asian states to “choose” Washington instead of Beijing; the Americans must bring something
tangible to the table, he said.
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Thus far, Biden had not mentioned specifics about his
policies towards South East Asia, but it would should
mirror his expressed desire to strengthen ties with
America’s traditional Asian allies which are Japan and
South Korea. Biden’s expressed reengagement with
South Korea and Japan is to mend soured relations
caused by the Trump’s administration engagement
with North Korea, which had not secured America’s
security interest but gained Pyongyang world
attention.
Two other ISEAS analysts, Senior Fellow Ian Storey
and Visiting Senior Fellow Malcolm Cook, say
America’s South China Sea policy under Biden will
remain unchanged.8 They noted that the Biden
campaign has promised to revert to the Democratic
Party’s reserved support for multilateralism as an
important tool of American global leadership. Biden
has committed America to rejoining the 2015 Paris
Agreement on climate change “and lead the world to
address the climate emergency”. He has pledged to
rejoin the World Health Organisation “on his first day
in office”. Rejoining the World Health Organisation and seeking to revive US global leadership should mean that
a Biden administration would be more willing to support a global plan for the equitable distribution of
coronavirus vaccines. A Biden administration would likely stop denying new judges to the WTO Appellate
Body, and work more closely with the European Union, Japan and others to reform the WTO with their shared
concerns about China as a major impetus.
Storey and Cook underlined that Southeast Asian states are looking for three changes in American approach
and policy:
1. A less transactional approach to bilateral relations.
2. More frequent participation by senior US officials in ASEAN-led forums, especially the East Asian
Summit (EAS).
3. Some Southeast Asian countries will hope that the US will join the CPTPP. The prospects of this are not
good. According to the Democratic Party platform, the US will “not negotiate any new trade deals before
first investing in American competitiveness at home”. Democrat legislators have long been wary of free
trade agreements. In 1993, the Clinton administration needed strong Republican support to override
Democrat opposition in the House of Representatives to the North America Free Trade Agreement. The
Republican members of Congress today would likely be less willing to support any trade deal pushed by
a Democrat president. Even the Democratic candidate for the 2016 US presidential election, Hillary
Clinton, did not fully support TPP, an initiative of the administration she served in.
Biden had already underscored that he will maintain a strong stance on promoting democracy and human rights.
Arising from this, the Biden administration will find it hard to gain greater regional support for US policies on
China and efforts to reassert US leadership, ISEAS concludes.
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What is Malaysia to Biden Administration
Malaysia is seen as a vital cog in America’s global war on terrorism. Counterterrorism is a key plank of the Biden
administration and here, Malaysia is held in good stead as a moderate Islamic nation. Malaysia is a vital partner
in America’s War on Terror as it currently hosts the Southeast Asia Regional Centre for Counter-Terrorism
(SEARCCT), a centre for antiterrorism training, and has been providing exchange of information as well as
fulfilled implementation of the US Customs Service’s Container Security Initiative (CSI) at the Klang Port and
Tanjung Pelepas Port, and others.9 These cooperation between the two countries had solidified AmericanMalaysian partnership in the War on Terror.
Malaysia’s value as an anti-terrorism centre was expanded by the Trump administration with a donation 12 Insitu
ScanEagle 2 unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) – along with associated equipment – costing US$19.3 million
(RM80 million) under Washington’s Maritime Security Initiative (MSI) programme.10 This is to help Malaysia in
aerial reconnaissance of its East Sabah coastline as well as the Northern Straits of Malacca to interdict human
trafficking as well as illegal alien and potential terrorists.
Huge US trade deficit with Malaysia
According to the Office of the US Trade
Representative, Malaysia is one of America’s
major trading partners. US goods and
services trade with Malaysia totalled an
estimated US$59.2 billion (RM245.7 billion)
in 2019. Exports were US$16.3 billion
(RM66.4 billion); imports were US$42.9
billion (RM178 billion).11 The US goods and
services trade deficit with Malaysia was
US$26.7 billion (RM110.8 billion) in 2019.
Malaysia is currently America’s 19th
largest goods trading partner with
US$53.8 billion (RM223.3 billion) in total
(two way) goods trade during 2019.
Malaysia is the US’s 26th largest goods export market in 2019. US goods exports to Malaysia in 2019 were
up 1.8% (US$240 million) (RM996 million) from 2018 and up 26.8% from 2009. The top export categories in
2019 were: electrical machinery (US$4.4 billion) (RM18.3 billion), machinery (US$1.3 billion) (RM5.4 billion),
aircraft (US$1.1 billion) (RM4.6 billion), optical and medical instruments (US$998 million) (RM4.1 billion), and
plastics (US$871 million) (RM3.6 billion).
US total exports of agricultural products to Malaysia totalled US$1.2 billion (RM4.98 billion) in 2019. Leading
domestic export categories include: soybeans (US$238 million) (RM988 million), wheat (US$130 million)
(RM539.5 million), cotton (US$118 million) (RM489.7 million), prepared food (US$117 million) (RM485.6 million),
and dairy products (US$109 million) (RM452.4 million). US exports of services to Malaysia were an estimated
US$3.1 billion (RM12.9 billion) in 2019, 7.2% (US$238 million) (RM987.7 million) less than 2018, but 64.5%
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greater than 2009 levels. Leading services
exports from the US to Malaysia were in the
travel, maintenance and repair services, and
intellectual property (computer software,
industrial processes) sectors.
Malaysia was America’s 15th largest supplier of
goods imports in 2019. US goods imports from
Malaysia totalled US$40.6 billion (RM168.5
billion) in 2019, up 3.1% (US$1.2 billion) (RM4.98
billion) from 2018, and up 74.2% from 2009. US
imports from Malaysia account for 1.6% of overall
US imports in 2019. The top import categories in
2019 were: electrical machinery (US$26 billion)
(RM107.9 billion), machinery (US$4 billion)
(RM16.6 billion), optical and medical instruments
(US$2.5 billion) (RM10.4 billion), rubber
(US$1.9 billion) (RM7.9 billion), and
furniture and bedding (US$1.3 billion)
(RM5.4 billion).
US total imports of agricultural products
from Malaysia totalled US$1 billion
(RM4.15 billion) in 2019. Leading
categories include: tropical oils (US$441
million) (RM1.83 billion), cocoa paste &
cocoa butter (US$190 million) (RM788.5
million), feeds & fodders (US$57 million)
(RM235.6 million), rubber & allied products
(US$52 million) (US$215.8 million), and
snack foods (US$37 million) (RM153.6
million). US imports of services from
Malaysia were an estimated US$2.4 billion
(RM9.96 billion) in 2019, 32.4% (US$578
million) (RM2.4 billion) more than 2018, and
122% greater than 2009 levels. Leading
services imports from Malaysia to the US
were in the transport, travel, and technical
and other services sectors.
US foreign direct investment (FDI) in
Malaysia (stock) was US$10.8 billion
(RM44.8 billion) in 2019, a 0.2% decrease
from 2018. Malaysia’s FDI in the US (stock)
was US$981 million (RM4.07 billion) in
2019, down 19.5% from 2018. Sales of
services in Malaysia by majority US-owned
affiliates were US$7.4 billion (RM30.7 billion) in 2017 (latest data available), while sales of services in the US by
majority Malaysia-owned firms were US$544 million (RM2.26 billion).
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Issues Biden will take stock on relationship with Malaysia
Human rights is a central plank of Biden policy. According to the 2019 Country Report on Human Rights
Practices12 compiled by the US Embassy in Kuala Lumpur, significant human rights issues included:

















Reports of unlawful or arbitrary killings by the government or its agents;
Reports of torture;
Arbitrary detention;
Harsh and life-threatening prison conditions;
Arbitrary or unlawful interference with privacy;
Reports of problems with the independence of the judiciary;
Restrictions on free expression, the press, and the internet, censorship, site blocking, and abuse of
criminal libel laws;
Substantial interference with the rights of peaceful assembly and freedom of association;
Restrictions on and intolerance of religious freedom;
Restrictions on freedom of movement;
Refoulement of refugees to a country where they would face a threat to their life or freedom;
Acts of corruption;
Trafficking in persons;
Violence against transgender persons;
Criminalisation of consensual adult same-sex sexual activities; and,
Child labour.

The Embassy report noted that the government arrested and prosecuted some officials engaged in corruption,
malfeasance, and human rights abuses, although civil-society groups alleged continued impunity.
Key highlights by the Embassy are:




12

Arbitrary deprivation of life and other unlawful or politically motivated killings
 There were scattered reports the government or its agents committed arbitrary or unlawful
killings, mostly in the prison system. Authorities in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah arrested 10 prison
wardens, including an officer, in connection with the October 4 death of a 36-year-old man
detained at the central prison. Although initially classified as a sudden death, the case was
reclassified as a murder after the postmortem revealed the man sustained serious injuries,
attributed to a blunt object, to his head and body. The investigation remained ongoing as of
November. In a 2018 report on custodial deaths, the nongovernmental organisation (NGO)
Lawyers for Liberty described a “broken system that abets the perpetrators of these crimes.”
 In June a Royal Commission of Inquiry (RCI) concluded its investigation into the Wang Kelian
mass grave site found along the Thai border in 2015, although the RCI’s findings were not
made public.
Disappearance
An investigatory panel from SUHAKAM announced on April 3 its “final decision” that activist Amri Che
Mat and Christian Pastor Raymond Koh, who were abducted in 2016 and 2017, respectively, were
victims “of forced disappearance by state agents, namely Special Branch.” Police called the decision
“unjustified.” SUHAKAM also found “conduct unbecoming of police” and “shortcomings” in police
investigations.
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Torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment
According to SUHAKAM, 521 persons died in prison from 2015 through 2016, while more than 100
individuals died in immigration detention centres. The government claimed that deaths in police custody,
particularly those caused by police, were rare, but civil-society activists disputed this claim
Freedom of expression, including for the press
Journalists were subject to harassment and intimidation. In September police summoned Dennis
Ignatius, a columnist and former Malaysian diplomat, as they investigated his August 16 column in Free
Malaysia Today criticizing Zakir Naik, a controversial Islamic preacher.
Internet Freedom
The government generally maintained a policy of restricted access to the internet. Authorities blocked
some websites and monitored the internet for messages and blog postings deemed a threat to public
security or order. Following the 2018 election, the new government restored access to several online
media outlets that were previously blocked, including Sarawak Report and Medium.
Freedom of movement
Sabah and Sarawak States controlled immigration into their areas and required citizens from peninsular
Malaysia and foreigners to present passports or national identity cards for entry. State authorities
continued to deny entry to certain national leaders to these states. Sarawak maintained its ban on Zakir
Naik, a controversial Islamic preacher; Mandeep Karpal Singh, formerly of the fair-election NGO
coalition Bersih; current Bersih chair Thomas Fann; former chairs Maria Chin and Ambiga Sreenevasan;
Wong Chin Huat, an academic and Bersih resource chair; Jerald Joseph, a SUHAKAM commissioner;
and activists Colin Nicholas and Jannie Lasimbang, among others. The Sabah state government lifted
its ban on political activists.
Stateless Persons
The National Registration Department did not maintain records of stateless persons. In 2018 UNHCR
estimated there were 12,350 stateless persons residing in peninsular Malaysia and 450,000 in Sabah.
Election & Political Participation
Malaysia’s general election was held in May 2018 amid allegations of partisanship on the part of public
institutions, in particular the Election Commission and the Registrar of Societies. A consortium of NGOs
released a formal report in July 2018 detailing irregularities in the election, including vote buying, the
use of public funds for partisan activity, and allegations of biased behaviour by public officials.
According to the NGOs, none of which were formally accredited to observe the polls, federal and state
governments spent over RM5 billion (US$1.2 billion) on “handouts” after legislatures had been dissolved
and lawmakers were ostensibly prohibited from making new financial commitments. The report also
alleged one accredited election observer actively campaigned for the former government.
Governmental attitude regarding international and nongovernmental investigation of alleged abuses of
human rights
Domestic and international human rights groups operated subject to varying levels of government
restriction, investigating and publishing their findings on human rights cases; however, the government
was not always cooperative or responsive to their views. In October 2018, Michelle Bachelet became
the first UN high commissioner for human rights to visit Malaysia, at the invitation of the Malaysian
government. In April 2018, police summoned Numan Afifi, an LGBTI activist and president of the NGO
PELANGI Campaign, to question him about statements he made during Malaysia’s Universal Periodic
Review (UPR) at the United Nations in Geneva in March. Numan said the police action was “designed
to intimidate and harass human rights defenders.”

Malaysia’s ranking increased by nine places in the 2019 Democracy Index to 43th compared to the previous
year.
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Snapshot of Expected Biden Policies

COVID-19
Climate
Education
Health Care
Housing
Immigration
Infrastructure
Jobs
Racial Justice
Tax Policy
Trade

Biden
Restore national leadership to COVID response and provide free testing and
treatment
Plans major investment in green energy
To increase funds for public K-12 education
To expand Obamacare, Medicare, and Medicaid
Plans to increase affordable housing
To provide a road map to citizenship for undocumented immigrants
Proposes US$2 trillion in infrastructure investment focused on clean energy
Proposes ‘Buy American’ plan to add 5 million jobs
To increase funding for community redevelopment and education
To raise taxes on incomes above UD$400,000
Work with allies on China trade disputes

Source: The Balance, 21 Oct 2020
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Biden Foreign Policy
According to the US Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) report on President-Elect Biden on Foreign Policy, the
new President-Elect will face a suite of challenges on the global stage, from nuclear tensions with North Korea to
coordinating a response to the ongoing pandemic. But the most urgent relates to China.

China
Biden has framed China’s rise as a serious challenge, the CFR report says. He has criticised its “abusive” trade
practices – warning that it may pull ahead of the United States in new technologies – and its human rights
record. Biden says he would mount a more effective pushback against China than Trump and work more
closely with allies to pressure Beijing.
Biden agrees with Trump that China is breaking international trade rules, unfairly subsidizing Chinese
companies, and discriminating against US firms and stealing their intellectual property. He says one
million manufacturing jobs have been lost to China, the CFR report highlighted.
However, he says Trump’s broad tariffs are “erratic” and “self-defeating,” and he instead calls for targeted
retaliation against China using existing trade laws and building a united front of allies. He warns that
China is making massive investments in energy, infrastructure, and technology that threaten to leave the
United States behind, the CFR report noted.
Biden criticised Trump’s January 2020 “phase one” trade deal with China, calling Beijing “the big
winner” and arguing that increased purchases of US agricultural products won’t address China’s “illegal
and unfair” economic practices, the CFR report pointed out.
He has also criticised Trump for accepting China’s assurances about the coronavirus pandemic, and says the
Trump administration’s travel ban failed to halt visitors from China. Biden says he would insist on greater
transparency from the Chinese government, the CFR report said.
Biden attacked Trump for what he called a weak response to China’s infringement of Hong Kong’s
autonomy and democratic processes under Beijing’s new national security law, and he stated that he
would step up sanctions on those responsible.
Biden pledged to reinvigorate the United States as a Pacific power by increasing the US naval presence
in the Asia-Pacific and deepening ties with countries including Australia, Indonesia, Japan, and South Korea to
make it clear to Beijing that Washington “won’t back down.” He told CFR that “the free world” must unite in the
face of China’s “high-tech authoritarianism” and that Washington must shape the “rules, norms, and institutions”
that will govern the global use of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence.
Biden has said that China’s corruption and internal divisions mean “they’re not competition for us.” He says
deeper US-China cooperation is possible on climate, nuclear weapons, and other issues. He also believes
that remaining competitive with China hinges on US innovation and uniting “the economic might of democracies
around the world.”
Biden believes his vice-presidential experience gives him unique insight into dealing with China’s leadership,
saying he has spent more time with Xi Jinping than any other world leader. As a senator, Biden supported
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China’s 2001 entry into the World Trade Organisation, which gave it permanent normal trade relations with
the United States. As vice president, he backed the Obama administration’s Asia-Pacific trade deal, the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), arguing it would have helped check China’s influence in the region.
Biden told CFR that China’s detention of more than one million Muslims in the Xinjiang region is
“unconscionable.” He says the US “must speak out,” and that he would support sanctions against the individuals
and companies involved, as well as a UN Security Council condemnation.

Climate and Energy
According to the CFR report, Biden says climate change is
“the greatest threat to our security” and calls for a
“revolution” to address it. He has released a national plan
to reduce emissions and invest in new technology and
infrastructure. As a senator, he expressed alarm over
greenhouse gases, but also supported controversial energy
sources such as fracking and so-called clean coal. Biden’s
climate plan, released in June 2019, calls the Green New
Deal a “crucial framework” and likewise advocates for a
society-wide effort to reduce emissions, invest in
infrastructure, create new jobs, and advance social justice.
The plan would commit the US economy to net-zero
emissions by 2050. It envisions US$1.7 trillion in direct
government spending on clean energy, as well as new
laws to tax carbon. It promises executive action on methane
emissions, stricter fuel-economy standards, and nationwide
energy efficiency standards. Biden also opposes any new
drilling, including fracking, on public lands.
The Green New Deal promises a return
to the 2015 Paris climate agreement and
a diplomatic push to make its targets more
ambitious. Biden also wants to use trade
policy as a climate tool by putting tariffs on
high-carbon products from other countries. It
advocates for major reforms in
transportation, agriculture, and housing to
reduce their carbon footprint and create
jobs.
In July 2020, Biden expanded on the 2019
plan, upping his budget proposal to more
than US$2 trillion in an effort to achieve a
carbon-free electricity sector by 2035, invest
more in low-income communities and
communities of colour, build clean infrastructure, and leverage the federal government to purchase zero-
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emissions vehicles. The proposal also frames this spending as a plank of Biden’s post-pandemic economic
recovery plan.
He told CFR that he would bar US foreign aid and financing for coal-fired power plants overseas, provide
debt relief for countries implementing green policies, and expand Group of 20 (G20) efforts to reduce
fossil fuel subsidies worldwide. He touts the record of the Obama administration, including US$90 billion for
clean energy in the 2009 stimulus law, tighter fuel-economy standards, new regulations on coal-fired power
plants, and the negotiation of the Paris accord.
The Obama administration’s “all-of-the-above” energy strategy also supported the fracking boom that helped
double US oil production. In 2008, Biden expressed support for clean coal technologies opposed by many
environmentalists and declined to vote on the unsuccessful Climate Security Act, the most ambitious emissionscapping legislation to reach the Senate floor.

Coronavirus

Biden has put forward a national plan to address the pandemic of
the new coronavirus disease, COVID-19, the CFR report noted. He
pledges to strengthen presidential leadership and spend “whatever
it takes” to expand testing, contact tracing, treatment, and
other health services; support the economy; and prepare for
future pandemics. He criticises Trump’s response as “political
theater” and promises to return the United States to a position of
global leadership on the crisis.
Biden has released a pandemic plan with a three-pronged
approach: a health response, an economic response, and a
global response. He cites his experience as vice president, during
which he helped lead the Obama administration’s responses to the
2009 H1N1 pandemic and the 2014–16 Ebola epidemic. The plan
would nationalise the coronavirus response, rather than relegate it to
state governments as the Trump administration has done.
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His plan calls for national emergency health-care mobilisation that ramps up testing, makes it free, and
provides transparency on the resulting data. It also promises to rapidly expand hospital capacity by quickly
creating temporary hospitals, in part through the mobilisation of Defence Department resources; establish a
national corps of at least one hundred thousand contact tracers; and accelerate the creation of vaccines and
other treatments. He would also mandate wearing masks in public.
The plan promises zero out-of-pocket expenses for anyone who needs coronavirus-related health services
of any kind by amending the relevant laws governing both private and public health insurance plans. The plan
doesn’t offer a cost estimate, but campaign officials say Biden would spend “whatever it takes” to get the
coronavirus crisis under control.
It proposes to incentivise businesses to produce more personal protective equipment (PPE) such as masks and
gloves. His administration would work with businesses to return some pharmaceutical and medical equipment
supply chains back to the US, after decades of outsourcing much of that production abroad.
He promises to lead an expanded global response that would be coordinated by the US Agency for
International Development (USAID) and would assist vulnerable nations. He pledges to rejoin the World
Health Organisation and cooperate more closely with the United Nations and other major world players.
Biden says he will restore the White House National Security Council Directorate for Global Health
Security and Biodefense, an office within the National Security Council for preparing and coordinating the
response to pandemics that the Trump administration disbanded in 2018. He promises to expand staffing and
funding for the State Department and other federal agency health programs.
Biden faults Beijing for a lack of transparency in the early stages of the crisis, and says that he would have
insisted on sending US health experts to the country.
On the economic front to cushion impact of Covid-19, Biden plan proposes a raft of federal programmes to
protect workers. These include mandated paid sick leave policies, expanded unemployment benefits, and
additional funds for federal food programmes, child care programmes, and loans to small businesses. It also
proposes a new “State and Local Emergency Fund” that will allow governors and mayors to access federal
dollars for a range of purposes, including mortgage and rental relief, jobs programs, or direct cash payments to
citizens.

Counterterrorism
Biden has been a major proponent of a strategy he called
“counterterrorism plus”. This approach emphasizes fighting terrorist
networks in foreign countries using small groups of US special forces
and aggressive air strikes instead of large troop deployments.
This counterterrorism strategy largely defined the Obama administration’s
policy in fighting jihadists and other militant groups around the world,
including in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, West Africa, the Horn of Africa, and
the Arabian peninsular, where US drone strikes have rapidly increased.
These operations controversially included the direct targeting of militants
with US citizenship, such as Anwar al-Awlaki.
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He opposes Trump’s executive order barring travellers from several
majority-Muslim countries, which in the early Trump Presidency included
Malaysia, that the Trump administration says is necessary to limit entry of
would-be terrorists into the country. Biden told CFR that US policy must
focus on ensuring the remnants of al-Qaeda and the self-proclaimed
Islamic State cannot reconstitute themselves.
He has supported a number of expansions of federal anti-terrorism
authority. He introduced an unsuccessful 1995 law to expand government
surveillance powers, much of which was incorporated into the 2001 Patriot
Act, which he supported. In 2015, the Obama administration approved the
USA Freedom Act, which renewed the Patriot Act with some new
restrictions on surveillance.
He was a critic of other federal surveillance measures, voting against
updates to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) in 2007 and
2008 that authorised the collection of emails, search histories, and other
personal data of U.S. citizens. He says that as vice president, he was an
advocate of closing the detention facility at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba,
which he has called an “advertisement” for recruiting terrorists.
Attempts to fully close the facility were blocked by Congress.

Cybersecurity and Digital Policy
Biden says that cyber threats are a growing challenge for US national
security, election integrity, and the health of the nation’s democracy.
Meanwhile, he thinks government should be pressuring tech companies to
reform their practices around privacy, surveillance, and hate speech.
As president, he would call a global summit to pressure tech companies to
make pledges that they will ensure their platforms “are not empowering
the surveillance state, facilitating repression in China and elsewhere,
spreading hate, [or] spurring people to violence.” He told CFR that the US
should use its foreign assistance to provide the world with alternatives to
China’s “dystopian” surveillance technologies.
He says he would work with US allies to develop 5G cellular networks and
other advanced technologies to ensure they remain secure from intrusion
by US adversaries.
He is co-chair of the Transatlantic Commission on Election Integrity, a
group founded in 2018 by former US and European Union (EU)
policymakers to combat the shared threat of election hacking, especially
by Russia. He has repeatedly warned of the vulnerability of US cyber infrastructure – including transportation
networks, electrical grids, and election systems – to attack, sabotage, and infiltration, and calls for greater
investment and higher regulatory standards.
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Biden warned about the ability of China and Russia to exploit
loopholes in the US regulatory system and use the financial industry
to launder money to get around the ban on foreign funding of elections.
While Biden has called some of the proposals to break up Facebook and
other social media giants “premature,” he says the option should be
considered. He argues for the repeal of regulations that exempt Facebook
and other online platforms from responsibility for what their users post.

Defence
According to the CFR report, Biden has supported some US military
interventions abroad and opposed others. He has often advocated for
narrow objectives in the use of force, and he has expressed skepticism over
the ability of the US to reshape foreign societies. He is wary of unilateral
efforts, emphasizing the importance of diplomacy and working through
alliances and global institutions.
He says that force should be used “only to defend our vital interests, when
the objective is clear and achievable,” and promises to end what he calls
“the forever wars” in Afghanistan and the Middle East. In 2016, speaking
about the use of military force, he argued that “we need a real strong dose
of humility about [our] capacity to fundamentally alter circumstances around
the world.” He rules out using US troops for any regime-change efforts. He
says that the United States has both a moral duty and a security interest to
respond with military force to genocide or chemical weapons use around the
world. He also favours using force to avoid the disruption of the global oil
trade.
Biden told CFR that he would bring US combat troops home from Afghanistan in his first term by launching
a high-level diplomatic effort that includes Afghanistan’s neighbours. He favours keeping a small number of
special forces and intelligence assets in the country to combat terrorism, while pursuing peace talks with the
Taliban. He supported the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan, but as vice president pushed for troop reductions and a
more limited mission. He argues that 2019 reports that US policymakers misled the public about the progress of
the Afghan war vindicate his opposition to “nation-building” there.
Biden argues that military spending is too focused on traditional warfare rather than emerging areas for
defence such as space and cyberspace. He says the US must seek to maintain its superiority amid a “return to
great power competition” with China and Russia.
Biden supported the 2003 invasion of Iraq, but he now calls it a “mistake” and touts his role in withdrawing
150,000 troops from the country in 2011. He says he would “reaffirm” the ban on torture and provide more
transparency on military operations, particularly as it relates to civilian casualties.
He is a strong proponent of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), calling it “the single most
important military alliance in the history of the world.” As vice president, he was against the 2011 intervention in
Libya and skeptical of committing U.S. troops to Syria.
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Biden has criticised the expansion of executive war powers, saying as a candidate for president in 2008 that the
use of force without congressional approval, except in the case of an imminent threat, is an impeachable offence.
He promises a new federal initiative to address suicide and mental health issues among veterans that will include
increased funding to Veterans Affairs health programmes.

Diplomacy and Foreign Aid
Biden emphasizes that the US cannot deal with the new challenges it faces without close relationships with its
allies and the cooperation of international institutions. He says Trump’s withdrawal from treaties and his
denigration of alliances has “bankrupted America’s word in the world.” He wants to convene all democratic
nations in a “Summit for Democracy” to discuss three major areas: fighting corruption, defending
against rising authoritarianism, and advancing human rights. He says he will make diplomacy the premier
tool of US foreign policy and will “rebuild” the State Department.
Biden argues that Trump has “belittled, undermined, and in some cases abandoned US allies and partners.” He
promises to recommit to alliances and re-enter agreements, including restoring US support for NATO,
rejoining the Iran nuclear deal and the Paris climate accord, and strengthening alliances with Australia,
Israel, Japan, and South Korea. He warns about the rising tide of populism and nationalism around the world,
and argues that if the US withdraws from global leadership, “authoritarian powers will rush in.” He says Trump’s
“admiration for autocrats” is dangerous.
He told CFR that the US’s greatest foreign policy accomplishment has been the “investments in collective
security and prosperity” made in partnership with US allies.

Economic Policy

Biden has positioned himself as a champion of the middle class, warning that decreasing economic opportunity
and mobility is worsening the polarisation and radicalisation of American life. He proposes trillions of dollars in
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new federal spending on U.
products, infrastructure, and
research, arguing that
“economic security is
national security.”
He argues that the “basic
bargain” with workers has
broken down, and that
economic globalisation has
had major downsides. He
says globalisation has
“hollowed out” the middle
class, led to the loss of
millions of US
manufacturing jobs, and
accelerated inequality. He
says the 2017 tax reform
has made these problems
worse by cutting taxes for
the wealthiest individuals.
He wants to repeal the
2017 law, instead raising
corporate taxes and taxes
on investments and other
passive income. He would
also increase middleclass benefits such as the
child tax credit.
That additional tax
revenue, Biden says,
would help fund his US$700 billion “Buy American” economic plan, outlined in July 2020. Under this plan,
the federal government would spend US$400 billion on US goods and services over four years and devote
another US$300 billion to research and development of clean energy and other technologies. He has described
Trump’s manufacturing strategy as “trickle-down economics that works for corporate executives and Wall Street
investors, but not working families.”
Biden also wants to invest trillions of dollars into American infrastructure. He proposes putting at least
US$1.7 trillion – which he says would be generated by reversing the 2017 tax cuts – toward clean energy and
other infrastructure.
He has consistently proposed major reforms to US education, pushing for free community college and
vocational training, as well as free public four-year college. He says this is essential for US workers to
compete internationally and adapt in an economy under pressure from automation and other technological
disruptions.
He proposes policies to strengthen worker leverage in the marketplace: banning noncompete rules, ending
wage secrecy, and implementing a national US$15 per hour minimum wage from US$7.25 today.
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He wants to do more to challenge monopolies, arguing that the Trump administration has been weak on
antitrust. He has said he is open to the federal government breaking up dominant firms like Facebook.

Immigration
Biden has condemned Trump’s approach
to immigrants and asylum seekers, calling
it “morally bankrupt” and “racist.” He
supports comprehensive immigration
reform, and has in the past backed more
restrictionist policies. He emphasizes the
need to address the root causes of
immigration in the countries of origin.
Biden highlights his role on immigration in
the Obama administration, where he led
policy on addressing the 2014 wave of
unaccompanied minors arriving at the US
southern border. He says the US$750 million aid package the administration gave to Central American
governments helped stem the flow of migrants. Biden continues to back the broad outlines of Obama’s
unsuccessful 2013 comprehensive reform plan, including a path to citizenship for undocumented residents
paired with stronger border enforcement. He says border policy should focus on beefing up screening at
legal points of entry, not building a wall.
Biden would overturn policies that separate families at the border and prolong detentions. He also vows
to establish public-private networks to address humanitarian needs at the border.
He opposes Trump’s executive order barring travellers from several majority-Muslim countries, which the Trump
administration says is necessary to limit entry of would-be terrorists into the country.
Biden says Dreamers – undocumented residents brought to the United States as children – should be
immediately granted citizenship.
He criticizes Trump on punishing so-called sanctuary cities that refuse to cooperate with federal immigration
enforcement. He condemns family separation and overcrowded detention facilities and wants to “strengthen and
streamline” the US asylum system.
He also wants to reverse Trump on temporary protected status (TPS) – restoring the immigration
programme for citizens of El Salvador, Haiti, Nicaragua, Sudan, and elsewhere and extending it to
Venezuelans. He has rebutted criticism from other candidates who have attacked Obama’s deportation policy—
three million people were deported during his tenure – saying it is “immoral” to compare Obama and Trump.
As a senator, Biden voted for the 2006 Secure Fence Act, which authorised seven hundred miles of
fencing on the US-Mexico border, and a 1996 law that increased penalties for illegal immigration and
expanded the government’s deportation authority. In 2008, he proposed jailing employers that hire
undocumented workers, cracking down on sanctuary cities, and building more border fencing to stop
drug dealers from Mexico.
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Middle East
Both as a senator and as vice
president, Biden has been deeply
engaged in shaping US diplomacy
and military policy across the Middle
East. As a candidate, he is running on
his experience dealing with Iraq,
Israel, Syria, Iran, and others in the
region, the CFR report pointed out.
Biden has been a strong supporter
of Israel throughout his political
career, calling himself a Zionist. He
says his commitment to Israel’s security is “ironclad” and that, while he promises to place “constant pressure” on
Israel to resolve its conflicts, he would not withhold aid. He told CFR he backs a two-state solution to the IsraelPalestinian conflict, which he says Trump’s unilateral approach has made more difficult. He supports keeping
the US embassy in Jerusalem after Trump moved it there in 2018.
He also says Israel must stop settlement activity in the occupied territories and provide more aid to Gaza, and
that Palestinian leaders should stop the “glorification of violence.” He calls on Arab states to normalise relations
with Israel. Biden says he does not support Israeli government plans to annex the West Bank, arguing
such a move would “choke off any hope for peace.”
He criticises the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement, which seeks to put economic pressure on
Israel, and says it “veers into anti-Semitism,” and that he would oppose any BDS efforts in Congress.
Biden calls Iran a “destabilizing” force in the region and told CFR it must never be allowed to develop
nuclear weapons. He calls Trump’s approach to Iran a “self-inflicted disaster”, arguing that his withdrawal from
the 2015 Iran nuclear deal has failed to keep Tehran from advancing its nuclear programme. Biden pledges to
rejoin the agreement if Iran returns to compliance.
He says that Iranian commander Qasem Soleimani, who was killed by a US air strike in January 2020, deserved
justice for his role in attacks on US troops, but that Trump’s decision to target him was an “enormous escalation”
made without any plan for the likely consequences. He says Trump has no authority to undertake war with Iran
without congressional approval.
Biden condemns Trump’s withdrawal of US troops from northern Syria, which he calls a betrayal of the Kurds
and “the most shameful thing any president has done in modern history in terms of foreign policy.” He says
Turkey “must pay a heavy price” for its military campaign in Syrian Kurdish territory.
Biden says he is “very concerned” about the US keeping nuclear weapons in Turkey, and proposes
stronger support for the domestic opposition to President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. As vice president, Biden
publicly apologised to Erdogan for suggesting Turkey supported the Islamic State.
As vice president, he was skeptical of committing US troops to Syria, arguing that any significant use of force
would have had unpredictable consequences. In 2018, he called Syria one of the United States’ “biggest
conundrums.”
Biden has long been deeply involved in Iraq policy. As a senator, he supported President George W. Bush’s
2003 invasion of Iraq, but opposed the 2007 surge of additional troops. Instead, Biden proposed partitioning
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Iraq into three self-governing regions. As vice president, he oversaw the 2011 withdrawal of the remaining
150,000 US troops and then the return of US forces to fight the Islamic State in 2014.
He told CFR he wants a “reassessment” of US support for Saudi Arabia in the wake of the murder of
journalist Jamal Khashoggi, the Saudi-led war in Yemen, and domestic human rights violations. Though the
Obama administration backed the Saudi war in Yemen, Biden says Washington should end its involvement in
the “unwinnable conflict.” He also says he would stop arms sales to the kingdom and treat Riyadh like a
“pariah” on the world stage. Biden has long been critical of Saudi Arabia. In 2014, he blamed the country and
its Sunni allies for allowing resources to flow to the Islamic State.

North Korea
Biden supports diplomacy with Pyongyang, but says that Trump’s talks with Kim Jong-un have been
unsuccessful and potentially counterproductive, serving only to “legitimise a dictator.” Biden supports continued
negotiations, but says they would depend on Kim taking concrete steps toward dismantling his nuclear
programme, with a final goal of a fully denuclearised North Korea. He says he would not continue direct personal
diplomacy with Kim.
He told CFR he would launch a “sustained, coordinated campaign” with US allies and with China to advance
negotiations. He says Trump has “ostracised” the US from its Asian allies, especially South Korea, and that he
would seek to deepen Washington’s relationship with Seoul. He has called Trump’s repeated meetings with
Kim “photo-ops,” and he argues that they have worsened the situation by bolstering Kim’s regime without
securing any concessions. “We still don’t have a single commitment from North Korea...not one missile or
nuclear weapon has been destroyed, not one inspector is on the ground,” Biden has said.

Russia
Biden warns that Russia under President Vladimir
Putin is “assaulting the foundations of Western
democracy” by seeking to weaken NATO, divide the
European Union, and undermine the US electoral
system. He also warns of Russia using Western financial
institutions to launder billions of dollars, money he says
is then used to influence politicians.
Biden is a longtime champion of NATO, and has
encouraged its expansion eastward, most recently with
the accession of Montenegro. In 2009, he supported the
so far unsuccessful ambitions of Georgia and Ukraine to join the alliance. He calls for an independent
investigation into “Russia’s assault on American democracy,” along the lines of the 9/11 Commission, to examine
how to deter Moscow’s ongoing efforts at disruption.
He says that the US and its European allies must strengthen their cyber infrastructure, close foreignmoney loopholes, increase the transparency of online platforms, and better coordinate intelligence and law
enforcement efforts. They must also invest more in NATO, which he says should forward deploy more troops to
Eastern Europe to deter Russian aggression.
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He argues that the US and Europe must “impose meaningful costs” on Moscow. Biden touts the
sanctions the Obama administration levied against Russia after its 2014 invasion of Ukraine and says
they should be continued and expanded as necessary.
He told CFR that he would increase US military assistance to Ukraine, conditioned on anticorruption
reforms, to ensure “Russia pays a heavier price” for its interference. As vice president, he advocated for
sending weapons to Ukraine to support it against the Russia-backed insurgency in its eastern territories,
and he supported Trump’s moves to do so as well. He sharply criticised Trump for failing to respond to
intelligence reports that reportedly indicated Moscow was offering bounties to Taliban-linked militias to kill US
and coalition soldiers in Afghanistan, calling it a “dereliction of duty.”
He opposes Trump’s advocacy for readmitting Russia to the Group of Seven, from which it was expelled
after its 2014 annexation of Crimea. Biden has faced criticism from Trump for his family’s ties to Ukraine,
specifically the affiliation of his son, Hunter, with a Ukrainian energy company while Biden was serving as
vice president. Biden says Hunter’s position had no connection to US-Ukraine policy. Trump’s alleged efforts to
use military aid to pressure Ukraine to investigate Biden were at the centre of Trump’s 2019 impeachment.
Despite his distrust of Russian policy objectives, Biden says Washington should pursue new arms control
arrangements with Moscow, beginning with the extension of the New START treaty to reduce nuclear
stockpiles.

Trade
Biden has been a long-time
supporter of trade liberalisation
and a critic of Trump’s tariffs,
arguing that Washington should
take the lead on creating global
trade rules and lowering barriers
to commerce worldwide.
However, he is also critical of
some aspects of trade. He told
CFR that the US must “write the
rules of the road for the world” to
create a level playing field for
workers and to protect the
environment. He says he wouldn’t sign any new trade deal that doesn’t include “major investments” in jobs and
infrastructure, or that doesn’t include labour and environmental advocates in negotiations.
As vice president, he backed the Obama administration’s Asia-Pacific trade deal, the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, which Trump rejected. He says backing out of the TPP “put China in the driver’s seat.”
Singling out China, he argues for “aggressive” retaliation against countries that break international trade
rules by subsidizing their companies and stealing US intellectual property. He also says existing trade laws
must be better enforced, and argues that the US must use its economic leverage to negotiate better deals. He
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opposes Trump’s trade war with China, calling the tariffs “self-defeating” because Americans are
bearing their cost.
As a senator in 1993, he voted for the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a vote he continues
to defend. He supports Trump’s renegotiated version, the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement, because of its
improved labour rights provisions. He has opposed some other US trade deals, like the one signed with Peru in
2006, citing weak labour and environmental protections. He supported normalising trade relations with China in
2000.
He told CFR that Washington should help African countries develop by strengthening trade relationships
and opening new markets for US businesses.

Venezuela and Latin America
Biden says that Trump has “taken a wrecking ball to our hemispheric ties,” pointing to his immigration policies
and also to what Biden sees as a haphazard approach to the regional crisis in Venezuela, which has created
more than three million refugees. Biden told CFR that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro is a “tyrant”
who should step aside, and has called on world governments to recognise opposition leader Juan
Guaido. He advocates for increased sanctions on the regime and its supporters, more aid to help both
Venezuela and its neighbours deal with the refugee crisis, and negotiations over the release of political prisoners
and new elections.
He criticises Trump’s handling of the Venezuela crisis, charging that his administration’s efforts to support
democracy there “have been undermined by politicisation, faulty execution and clunky sloganeering.” He says
that Trump’s “saber rattling” over potential US military intervention in Venezuela has threatened the coalition that
has been assembled to support Guaido, and he condemns the administration’s refusal to allow more
Venezuelans refuge in the US.
He points to his focus on Latin America as vice president. During his tenure, the Obama administration
reopened diplomatic ties with Cuba, which the Trump administration then reversed, blaming Cuba for propping
up Maduro’s regime in Venezuela. Obama also concluded trade deals with Colombia and Panama and
negotiated a US$750 million aid package for Central America.
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