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The Trend of Power Disposition in South China Sea
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Foreword

The South China Sea dispute is directly related to the
issue of the regional distribution of power. If it succeeds
in realizing its territorial claims, China will gain an hege-
monic position in maritime Southeast Asia. This final sub-
section argues that ASEAN is unable on its own to con-
strain Chinese actions in the Spratly Islands and lacks

access to an external source of countervailing power.

The Proliferation of Chinese influence

It is important though not to exaggerate the current
Chinese military threat in the South China Sea. Despite
the ongoing modernization of its navy, China's naval po-
sition in the Spratly Islands remain weak. Disposing of a
small power proijection, the PRC has not extensively in-
creased its ability to sustain naval operations away from
its mainland bases. Most features in the Spratly archi-
pelago are too small to offer bases for further naval
activities. China's lack of air power in the Spratlys also
limits its influence. Hence, the PRC does not currently
posses the necessary capabilities to control the Spratly
group militarily. Furthermore, command over the maritime
communication routes that cross the South China Sea
may only result from a significant naval dominance and
superiority in the region rather than the occupation of
tiny features that may not offer a legitimate basis for claim-
ing maritime jurisdiction. The PRC does not yet posses
the technology, military capabilities and power projec-
tion to impose such a naval hegemony in Southeast Asia.

Still, military power should also be examined in relative
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terms and in light of regional standards. China dispose of
a significant military advantage when compared to some
vulnerable Southeast Asian states that fear its regional
hegemonic ambitions. Moreover, China's conciliatory at-
titude towards the ASEAN states 'may be interpreted as a
pragmatic but impermanent tactic intended to buy time,
and to foster complacency in Southeast Asia, until China
possesses sufficient military power to back up its South
China Sea claims with force'. In sum, the South China Sea
dispute is still a political rather than a military issue that
challenges the ASEAN claimants. In the longer run, it
could become a military threat and the dominant security
concern in Southeast Asia. In the meantime, an armed
conflict seems unlikely although risks exist of miscalcula-
tions or accidents that could lead to limited confrontation.

The Role of ASEAN

The Association is unable on its own to act as an effec-
tive source of countervailing power in the South China
Sea. A conventional practice of balance of power politics
is unachievable due to the limitation associated with co-
operative security, which excludes military cooperation
and relies on an intra-mural basis. Focusing on conflict
avoidance and management, ASEAN is devoid of two
elements essential for any formal or tacit alliance: joint
military capabilities and the existence of a common threat
perception. A move towards alliance formation to contain
a Chinese threat would be in accordance with a realist
interpretation of security cooperation. Yet, ASEAN has
not indicated in the post-Cold War any disposition to
evolve into a defense arrangement. Even if such a trans-
formation occurred, it would not have the joint military
capabilities to deter Chinese actions in the Spratly Islands.
Contradictory security perspectives within the Associa-
tion have also undermined the potential development of
an alliance in Southeast Asia. The lack of a common posi-
tion on the PRC caused intra-mural tensions during the
Third Indochina Conflict and has led to divisions with
regard to the South China Sea dispute in the post-Cold
War. In short, any kind of military cooperation over the
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Spratly issue particularly unlikely.
The Evolution of Philippine

The absence of a common threat perception among the
ASEAN states was, for example, demonstrated in 1995.
The PRC took advantage of Philippine vulnerability to
expand its presence in the Spratly Islands but perhaps
also to test the US reaction and involvement in the South
China Sea problem. Manila viewed the Chinese occupa-
tion of Mischief Reef as a danger to its national security
mostly because it represented 'a breach of the regional
modus vivendi which regional states had been painstak-
ingly trying to develop'. The Philippines responded firmly
to the discovery of the Chinese occupation of Mischief
Reef by seeking multilateral support and taking retalia-
tory measures that included the destruction of Chinese
territorial markers on other features and the arrest of Chi-
nese fishermen in March 1995. The Philippines also an-
nounced a defense modernization program. However, its
navy has remained so ill-equipped that it cannot even be
expected to patrol the Kalayaan.

The Evolution of Indonesia

Indonesia's traditional threat perception was confirmed
by the Mischief Reef incident and the suspected exten-
sion of Chinese claims to include the Natuna region.
China's behavior reinforces the fear among the military
elite of a Chinese irredentist policy in the South China
Sea. During his visit to the PRC in July 1995, Indonesia's
foreign Minister Ali Alatas was provided with no clarifi-
cation regarding the Chinese claims to the waters above
the Natuna gas fields. Indonesia's involvement in the ter-
ritorial dispute and the need to develop a deterrence strat-
egy against the PRC played a part in Suharto's decision
to sign a security agreement with Australia in December
1995. It was an attempt to reduce persisting mistrust be-
tween two states that had no territorial designs on each
other. In particular, the agreement indicated that Indone-
sia should not be perceived in Australia as a possible
threat to its security. It also tacitly acknowledged that
both states shared a common strategic outlook and simi-
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lar security concerns. The bilateral agreement had mostly
a political and psychological significance and did not
modify Indonesia's defense capability. Yet, it marked a
revision of a strategic outlook by Indonesia and could
still be examined as an example of conventional balance
of power politics. Indonesia and Australia shared a secu-
rity interest in constraining Chinese actions in the South
China Sea. The agreement mentioned the possibility of
joint military operations and was regard regionally as for-
malizing existing defense ties between the two states. It
declared the Indonesia and Australia would consult 'in
the case of adverse challenges to either party or to their
common security interests and, if appropriate, consider
measures which might be taken either individually or
jointly and in accordance with the processes of each party'.
The agreement sent a political signal to Beiiing and indi-
rectly consolidated Indonesia's defense ties with the
United States. In addition to cooperative security, Indo-
nesia seemed now willing to rely on traditional
countervailing tactics to manage its relation with the PRC
and restrain China's irredentist ambitions in the South
China Sea. In September 1996, Indonesia also held exten-
sive military exercises in the Natuna region. Discussing
these exercises, a security analyst at the Indonesia Insti-
tute of Science declared that though Indonesia is en-
gaged diplomatically with the PRC, it 'would be foolish
for us to be completely naive. China respects strength. If

they see you as being weak, thevy'll eat you alive'.

The Strategies of Malaysia“s and
Singapore’ s

In the meantime, Malaysia and Singapore adopted a more
conciliatory attitude towards the PRC. Malaysia was ea-
ger to preserve and further develop its economic ties with
China, even at the cost of collective solidarity towards
another ASEAN member. In January 1995, Malaysia's
Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad declared that "it is
high time for us to stop seeing China through the lenses
of threat and to fully view China as the enormous oppor-
tunity that it is'. While indicating the shift in Malaysia's
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threat perception, the statement was also an implicit criti-
cism of the Philippines. The Philippines has aimed to in-
ternationalize the territorial question while Malaysia has
been more inclined to negotiate bilaterally with China.
During his visit to the PRC in May 1995, Singapore's Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong mentioned the need to discuss
the feeling of insecurity that the Chinese policy in the
South China Sea provoked among the ASEAN members.
Yet, rather than an actual sign of concern, this declara-
tion was meant to confirm the Southeast Asia identity of
the city-state and express ASEAN solidarity. In an inter-
view with the Straits Times, Senior Minister Lee Kuan
Yew played down the Mischief Reef incident and China's
aggressiveness in the South China Sea. In short,
Singapore was keen not to alienate the PRC.

The strategies of: Vi etnam”s and
Thailand’ s

Vietnam adhered to the TAC in July 1992 during the
annual meeting of the ASEAN foreign ministers and was
invited to participate as an observer to future occasions.
Its forthcoming membership was announced in December
1994. The enlargement presented some difficulties.
ASEAN became more deeply embroiled in the Spratly
issue and lost its neutral position in the territorial dispute
over the Paracel Islands. Different security outlooks also
coexisted among the original members. Indonesia
regarded Vietnam as an ally against China's regional
ambitions and actively supported its participation. In
contrast, Thailand was in competition with Vietnam over
influence in Combodia and Laos. In addition, Thailand
and Singapore were still concerned about a potential
Vietnamese threat and wished to maintain their strong

ties with the PRC. Nevertheless, the institutionalization
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of the process of reconciliation between Vietnam and the
original ASEAN states, which influenced the
normalization of US-Vietnamese relations on 11 July 1995,
has not modified the regional distribution of power to
their advantage. On the contrary, the PRC has been the
prime beneficiary of the changing strategic circumstances
in East Asia in the post-Cold War. Moreover, Vietnam's
membership has not improved ASEAN's ability to practice
conventional balance of power politics to constrain
Chinese actions in the Spratlys. Except for some support
from Vietnam, the Philippines is therefore isolated in its
attempt to resist the Chinese claims in the Spratlys. The
Association failed, for example, to support Manila in its
protest against the Chinese expansion of its structures
on Mischief Reef discovered in November 1998. In short,
the Association cannot operate on its own as an effective
source of countervailing power and needs to rely on
external military support to constrain China's actions in
the Spratlys. Yet, ASEAN does not enjoy access to an
external source of countervailing power. The member
states involved in the territorial question, above all the
Philippines, do not benefit from external military assistance
to contain the PRC in the South China Sea. In that respect,
the Third Indochina Conflict and the South China Sea

dispute indicate very different patterns of power.

The Role of United States

The US departure from its military bases in the
Philippines removed a source of deterrence against

Chinese actions in the Kalayaan, as an ongoing US
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presence might for instance have dissuaded the PRC from
taking control of Mischief Reef. China has become a
dominant strategic player in the South China Sea due to
the 1992 US withdrawal, Japan's limited involvement in
the area and the scaling down of Russian naval activities
in Vietnam. However, Singapore reached an agreement
with Washington in November 1990. Despite its good
relations with the PRC, the city-state was eager to secure
a US engagement to uphold a stable distribution of power
in Southeast Asia. Singapore's decision to accommodate
US facilities was first not well received in Malaysia and
Indonesia. These views later changed with the planning
of the US withdrawal from the Philippines. After 1992,
Malaysia and Indonesia were prepared to provided access
to the US Navy. The Royal Malaysia Navy had already
been conducting annual joint exercises with the US Navy
since 1984. Singapore extended its links with the United
States in 1992 when a US Navy logistics unit relocated
from the Philippine to the city-state. In January 1998,
Singapore announced that US aircraft carriers would have
access to the Changi Naval Base after its completion in
the year 2000. Even the Philippines has attempted to
lessen the effect of the 1992 US withdrawal. Initially signed
on 10 February 1998, the Philippine Senate ratified in May
1999 a Visiting Forces Agreement with the United States
that enabled the resumption of joint military exercises.
The Philippine desire to reach a bilateral agreement with
Washington only seven years after the American
departure can be associated with its inability to patrol

and protect the Kalayaan. Hence, the US deployment in



Southeast Asia has not been overly affected by its
withdrawal from Subic Bay Naval Base and Clark Air Base.
Furthermore, the US strategic involvement in Southeast
Asia has increased after the terrorist attacks on 11
September 2001. The Philippine is the only ASEAN
member that has so far welcomed US military troops on
its territory since the terror attacks in the United States.
The absence of an external source of countervailing power
to constrain Chinese actions in the Spratlys does not
result from a US strategic retreat. Instead, it arises from a
US unwillingness to get involved with the question of
sovereign jurisdiction. In contrast to Taiwan and the
Korean peninsula, the US Congress does not consider
the South China Sea dispute as a vital security concern.
In fact, the benefits provided by a US involvement would
most likely be limited due to the absence of an intra-mural
consensus. Moreover, some member states, primarily
Malaysia and Indonesia, do not support the need for a
more direct US participation in the Spratly issue. In short,
though China does not dispose of the necessary
capabilities to impose a naval hegemony in Southeast
Asia, the military imbalance in the South China Sea should
be expected to increase and may influence the PRC to use

force to solve the territorial dispute.

Conclusion
All the ASEAN countries have not respected the 1992
Declaration on the South China Sea and recent attempts
by the Association to formulate a code of conduct have

failed. Instead, China and ASEAN signed a Declarationon

BT

the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, a non-
binding and watered-down document that might lead,
though this is rather unlikely, to the adoption of a detailed
and binding code of conduct. Moreover, the Association
has failed to bring the balance of power to bear in the
South China Sea. Its involvement in the dispute has been
defined by the absence of conventional balance of power
politics due to the limitations associated with cooperative
security and the lack of access to an external source of
countervailing power. Similar factors help explain the
absence of associative and balance of power perspectives.
The lack of shared principles and a common threat
perception complicate the attainment of a common stand
on an extra-mural security issue. The unavailability of
external diplomatic and military support, which results to
a certain extent from the absence of intra-mural cohesion
over the territorial dispute, weakens ASEAN's collective
efforts and makes the practice of conventional balance of

power politics unachievable.
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