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Border security, economic and geopolitical tensions:
Indonesia’s immigration strategy for potential
economical conflict between China and the US

Abstract. Geopolitical tensions are rising in some parts of the globe due to ongoing conflicts. These
tensionsraise concerns about the potential for a security, economic and geopolitical tensions. Furthermore,
China’s growing global influence has prompted the United States to assert its status as the dominant
world power. This study evaluates the role of the Immigration border strategy in protecting Indonesia in
the economical war between China and US. A qualitative document analysis method was conducted using
data from national agencies involved in defense strategy and border security. Preliminary findings suggest
that an open war scenario is still unfamiliar to the Indonesian immigration agency. It lacks a mitigation
strategy for uncontrollable irregular influx despite some expected impacts, such as refugee crises, foreign
military personnel movements, and disrupted regional border cooperation. This study recommends
revising Indonesian Immigration Law and regulations to incorporate regional war scenarios, involving
other state agencies in the process. It would strengthen the role of Immigration in maintaining national
stability. Immigration border control management should prioritize pre-emptive measures, emphasizing
risk management.
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1. Introduction and Brief Literature Review

Geopolitical tensions in different parts of the world, fueled by the involvement of powerful
countries behind these conflicts, have led to an increasingly divided global landscape. Major
Powers are now actively supporting certain parties in the various ongoing disputes, further inten-
sifying these regional and international conflicts. The United States, which has remained the sole
hegemon in the world following the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
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will continue to strive to maintain its dominant position on the world stage. This is particularly true
as China emerges as a new power that is almost rivalling the US in terms of economic and mili-
tary strength. The competition between these two global giants to assert their influence and pro-
tect their respective interests is a key driver of the rising geopolitical tensions, further exacerba-
ting divisions and instability in different regions around the world (Ross, 2020). This power strug-
gle and the resulting fragmentation of the international community have the potential to esca-
late into more direct confrontations, with severe consequences for global peace and security
(Schulenburg 2023; Nautiyal, 2016).

The most important consequence of immigration can be found in the field of economics.
One of the main economic consequences of immigration is the difference in wages and wor-
king conditions between immigrants and native workers, which creates a kind of duality in the
labor market. On the one hand, the possibility of work and activity is not the same for all im-
migrants, and this difference decreases as the age of immigration increases. On the other
hand, immigration, just as it changes the way immigrants live, also changes their employment
and activity patterns. In addition to the high prevalence of immigrant employment, it should
be noted that immigrants earn lower wages, work longer hours, and enjoy much lower facili-
ties in the workplace. Since in most cases they see the labor market as uncertain and have no
certainty of continued employment, and do not have sufficient legal protection in the event of
job loss, they try to earn more by doing hard work and save most of it or send it to their home
country. As a result, they use inferior nutrition, health, and housing. Changes in climatic con-
ditions, isolation, and the difficulty of living in large cities or in remote areas lacking minimal
living facilities also cause them to contract various diseases, especially respiratory and gas-
trointestinal diseases.

Beijing’s efforts to increase diplomacy with Pacific countries have become more intense,
culminating on October 21, 2021, when China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi held an online video
conference meeting with the leaders of nine Pacific countries and the Secretary General of
the Pacific Island Forum. Pacific countries have welcomed China’s diplomatic outreach, con-
sidering that the US and Australia have long overlooked these nations, leaving them to face
significant economic pressures and the challenges of climate change largely on their own.
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, which strengthens economic relations with Pacific countries
by providing much-needed infrastructure development assistance to Oceania nations, has
unsettled the US as the sole global hegemon. The expansion of cooperation between China
and the Pacific island countries within the BRI framework is viewed by Western observers as
an «anomaly» because these countries in Oceania are not typically considered strategic ports
or main cities for China to expand its trade routes (Szadziewski, 2021). Traditionally, the Pa-
cific island countries have been under the influence of the US and Australia, so China’s gro-
wing diplomatic presence in the Pacific can be seen as an intervention in the region by a new
power (Fry & Tarte, 2015).

In response to China’s growing diplomatic outreach in the Pacific, Washington immediately
took steps to re-engage with the region. In 2023, the US reopened its embassies in the Solomon
Islands and Tonga, and followed up by reopening an embassy in Vanuatu the following year. Fur-
thermore, Vice President Kamala Harris virtually attended the Pacific Island Forum in 2022, which
was significant as high-ranking US officials had been absent from the annual meeting in previous
years. In her speech, Harris emphasized the US commitment to strengthening partnerships with
Pacific island countries, particularly on crucial issues like climate change, maritime security, and
economic cooperation. From a military standpoint, the US is countering China’s rising influence
in the Pacific by reviving the island chain strategy that connects Japan, Taiwan, and the Philip-
pines, as well as bolstering its military presence in strategic locations like Guam, Hawaii, and Palau
(Wirth, 2023).

This study will investigate strategies for Indonesia’s Immigration agency, as one of the crucial
border authorities, to mitigate the implications of a possible armed conflict in the Asia-Pacific re-
gion. It will explore border control management approaches that involve coordination with other
relevant border agencies. It is to provide strategic references that can guide Indonesia’s border
agencies in building comprehensive cooperation to mitigate the impact of a regional conflict on
migration issues. This includes addressing the potential influx of refugees, stranded foreign na-
tionals, and the movement of foreign military personnel through Indonesia’s territory in the event
of an open conflict between China and the United States.
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2. Research Methodology

This research employs a qualitative-quantities research methodology, specifically utilizing do-
cument analysis. The researchers will conduct a comprehensive review of relevant government
reports and regulations, academic publications, and media articles to gather extensive informa-
tion on the current state of Indonesia’s border control management policies, the geopolitical ten-
sions in the Asia-Pacific region, and the potential wide-ranging implications of a hypothetical eco-
nomical conflict between China and the United States for Indonesia. Also, the impact of immigra-
tion on the economy, security and population have been predicted based on the previous experi-
mental analysis.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. China-US Economic war: migration issues in Indonesia

In the event of a hypothetical open war between China and the United States, numerous
possibilities arise regarding the initial impact on Indonesia due to the heating tension between
the two major powers. The war could unfold along the Taiwan Strait and potentially impacted
to neighboring countries in Southeast Asia, where the US maintains military bases in Asia. Ad-
ditionally, the South China Sea is likely to become a defensive zone for China, which has al-
ready established a military presence on an artificial island in the Paracel and Spratly Islands
(Cuong, 2023).

If a major conflict were to break out between China and the United States, Indonesia and other
ASEAN nations would likely face several immediate impacts. The first is the potential influx of re-
fugees. Historically, apart from traders and laborers, the early Chinese population in Southeast
Asia arrived during dynastic changes and civil wars on the mainland (Heidhues, 2013) with Indo-
nesia now hosting the 3rd largest Chinese-descended population in the region with approximate-
ly 5 million (Suryadinata, 2021). During the Vietnam War, Indonesia also served as a refuge for a
large influx of Vietnamese refugees, with hundreds of thousands of «boat people» being housed
on Galang Island in Sumatra (Cribb et al., 2022).

Given Indonesia’s geographic proximity, the archipelago could face a similar scenario in the
event of a conflict between China and the US, with a potential influx of displaced populations see-
king refuge and safe passage to Indonesia (Figure 1).

The second impact possibility would be the stranding of Chinese, Taiwanese, Hong Kong, and
Macanese in Indonesia, unable or unwilling to return to their countries due to the war. This could
also extend to people from Japan and South Korea, whose air travel routes to their home countries
might be disrupted by the conflict.

3.2. Effects of immigration on the economy

Migration itself has numerous social, cultural, and economic effects in both sending and recei-
ving countries. The positive consequences of immigration in receiving countries include:

1) Providing labor without spending money on training human resources;

2) Using immigrants for hard work.

However, the negative consequences of immigration in receiving countries outweigh the posi-
tive consequences. The most important negative effects of immigration include:

1) Increasing population;

2) Decreasing wages for local workers;

3) Spreading diseases that immigrants may be infected with;

4) Facing difficulties in a new place such as not being accepted in that society, not knowing the
spoken and written language, incompatibility with the new environment, the emergence of anti-
social behaviors, the inconsistency of new education with traditional family education, breaking
the law, and increasing mental problems and ilinesses.

The economic factors including (Minimum wage Minimum wage without pension Minimum
wage plus per capita allocation of income and expenditure Minimum wage plus per capita allo-
cation of income and expenditure with public debt), security rate and population of the force and
normal immigrations are compared in Figure 2. It is founded that with normal immigration the eco-
nomics of host country will improve, whilst with the force immigration (immigration as a shock and
in large numbers and generally inefficient labor), leads to a weakening of the economy, security,
and demographic pyramid of the host country.
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Figure 1:
Map of possible routes of migration flow to Indonesia,
fighter jets and battleships route from Australia
Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from the International Organization for Migration (2024).

Figure 2:
Impact of income on immigration in Indonesia
Source: World Bank, Indonesia Report (2023)
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The role of migration in increasing innovation and improving economic growth

International migration has had a direct and indirect impact on economic growth. Of course,
there is some doubt that if the labor force increases due to migration, GDP will necessarily in-
crease or not. The issue does not end there, and when it comes to GDP per capita growth, the am-
biguity and doubt become even greater.

First of all, what is certain is that migration leaves a demographic impact, which not only shows
itself through population growth but also changes the age pyramid of the destination country. Mi-
grants tend to cluster in younger and more economically active age groups compared to the native
population, thus reducing the dependency ratio or the demographic burden in society. Second,
migrants always bring their skills and abilities to a new country, so it is clear that they can add to
the human capital stock in the destination country. If we look a little closer, evidence from the Uni-
ted States shows that skilled migrants have made a significant contribution to improving research
and innovation, as well as technological progress in this country.

In addition, statistics show that the proportion of educated migrants in OECD countries is in-
creasing. The number of migrants with higher education has grown by an unprecedented 70% in
the past 10 years (2014-2023), reaching 52 million in 2023. Of these, about five million have mi-
grated in the past five years. A large part of this impressive trend is due to Asian migration to these
countries. More than two million Asians with higher education have migrated to these countries in
these years.

Although a number of empirical studies have attempted to estimate the net collective impact of
migration on economic growth, they have not been very successful due to the lack of comparative
data on international migration across skill levels. However, one study in this field examined the
impact of migration on economic growth in 22 OECD member countries from 1986 to 2006. The
study suggests that human capital created through migration has had a positive but small impact
on economic growth in these countries. This effect is significant because it can affect productivity,
or in other words, the capital-to-labor ratio. However, the net impact of this phenomenon on eco-
nomic growth has been reported to be very small, even in countries with optimal selective migra-
tion policies. The study found that a 50 percent increase in migration can generate a 0.1 percent
increase in productivity, which is in agreement with the study by Bryan & Morten (2019).

3.3. Border authorities’ strategies in Indonesia

Customs, Immigration, and Quarantine manage the current border authority in Indonesia. The
Indonesian National Army and Indonesian National Police carry out maritime border defense, and
the Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries and the Coast Guard provide maritime border protec-
tion (Arifin, 2024). The Indonesian Army and Air Force also conduct air and land border defense.

The Immigration agency, at the directorate general level under the Ministry of Law and Human
Rights, is responsible for overseeing and managing matters related to international migration and
supervision of foreigners in Indonesia. According to the Immigration Law, the primary immigration
supervision tasks are carried out exclusively at designated border checkpoints, both at interna-
tional airports and seaports, as well as land and water border posts, rather than along the entire
length of the borders. Specifically, in 2023, the Immigration institution operates a total of 128 Im-
migration Checkpoints spread across the country, including 17 International Airports, 95 Interna-
tional Seaports, 11 Land Border Posts, and 5 Maritime Border Posts, ensuring the efficient moni-
toring and regulation of cross-border movements (World Bank, Indonesia Report, 2023).

In an emergency, it is necessary to further develop strategies to address various worst-case mi-
gration and border issue scenarios. Cooperation between border agencies is crucial in mitigating
the impact of war on Indonesia’s stability, protecting Indonesian citizens and territorial integrity,
while still adhering to international agreements and conventions regarding refugees and foreigners
who cannot return to their countries. Indonesia must also maintain the principle of neutrality in de-
termining whether land, sea, and air space can be used by foreign parties involved in the war, as this
could inadvertently drag Indonesia into becoming a target of operations by one of the war parties.

Immigration law is a tool that can support disaster mitigation risk assessment. Its derivative law
regulates the handling of refugees entering Indonesia. In the face of uncontrolled irregular influ-
xes and waves of refugees, more detailed regulations need to be established regarding their ma-
nagement. This involves all related institutions in the border area, especially for maritime borders,
including the Indonesian Navy, the National Maritime Security Agency, Customs, the Coast Guard,
and the Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, as well as local governments and the Ministry of
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Foreign Affairs. Comprehensive preparation starts from assistance to temporary placement, while
still prioritizing the security of the local community.

Emergency visas can be granted to people trapped and unable or unwilling to return to their
country due to war. Immigration and other law enforcement officers can assess them by conside-
ring the impact of their presence on the local community and national security.

Intelligence agencies in Indonesia play a crucial role in providing vital input regarding foreign
military traffic, both people and transportation. Their insights are vital in identifying potential threats
to national security. Synergy between institutions is crucial to assess the extent to which Indone-
sia’s neutrality is at stake, thereby ensuring the country’s security.

All of this synergy must be built thr ough shared geopolitical awareness by all agencies. Intensi-
fied data exchange and analysis is expected to foster a common understanding of the importance
of coordination and cooperation in critical situations. Building on the strong inter-agency relation-
ship, it is hoped that a mutual agreement and standard operation procedures can be formed re-
garding disaster mitigation due to the implications of the war between China and the US. This un-
derscores the vital role of inter-agency cooperation in managing emergencies.

4. Conclusion

Managing the impact of a potential economical conflict between superpowers on Indonesia’s
stability and sovereignty requires a comprehensive, coordinated approach involving various go-
vernment agencies. This includes strengthening cooperation between border authorities like Cus-
toms, Immigration, and Quarantine, as well as the military, coast guard, and local governments.
Enhancing data exchange, intelligence sharing, and developing shared geopolitical awareness are
crucial to assess and mitigate threats to Indonesia’s neutrality. Additionally, establishing clear pro-
tocols for handling refugee influxes and granting emergency visas can help address the humani-
tarian aspects of such a crisis. Indonesia can strive to maintain its stability and territorial integrity
amidst regional tensions by fostering strong interagency collaboration and leveraging legal frame-
works. To this end, Indonesia must also proactively engage in regional diplomacy to promote dia-
logue and deescalate tensions, while safeguarding its national interests and sovereignty.
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