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Preface

In recent years, the international security agenda has been overwhelmingly shaped by the
realities of land and air warfare. From the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the persistent
volatility in the Middle East, to the protracted wars of the Sahel and Central Africa, and recurring
tensions along the Indian-Chinese border, between India and Pakistan, and on the Korean
peninsula, headline conflicts have concentrated minds on territorial control, force maneuver,
aerial supremacy, and related innovation in military affairs. While this focus is both
understandable and necessary, it sometimes tends to obscure the profound and often decisive
role that maritime security plays in both regional stability and global order.

Command of the maritime domain has always been central to power projection, logistical reach,
economic resilience, and the management of international crises. Contemporary conflict
dynamics—ranging from contests over Black Sea shipping lanes and naval embargoes, to
maritime “grey zone” operations and the high-stakes tensions surrounding the Taiwan Strait —
underscore how the control, denial, or disruption of maritime space can tip the strategic
balance and expose the vulnerabilities of global commerce at critical chokepoints. Moreover,
maritime affairs are rarely isolated from land and air operations but often deeply interwoven
with land and air operations, forming a complex web of strategic interdependencies. A possible
closure of the Strait of Hormuz and the Bab al-Mandab, naval blockades around Taiwan, or the
deployment of anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities in contested waters in general are
all reminders that what happens at sea reverberates across every theater of modern conflict.

Few regions illustrate this interplay as acutely as Southeast Asia—a region that sits astride the
world’s most vital sea lanes, at the nexus of great power competition, and faces both traditional
and non-traditional security threats. Yet, despite the region’s pivotal position, the imperative for
robust maritime security—and, more specifically, for effective naval cooperation—remains too
often underappreciated in national security planning and underexplored in academic and policy
research. Existing studies tend to focus on flashpoints and bilateral tensions, leaving open
crucial questions about how regional naval collaboration might function as a stabilizing force—
or, conversely, where its limitations could deepen vulnerabilities. In this context, a dedicated
analysis of naval cooperation in Southeast Asia is as timely as enriching.

This is precisely the objective of the present study by Jan Asmussen. Focusing on the navies of
Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines, his study investigates the state
and potential evolution of maritime security cooperation in Southeast Asia. Drawing on
strategic documents and interviews with think-tankers, academics, policymakers, and military
officers, the study dissects national threat perceptions, cooperative patterns, and the
potentials, challenges and obstacles to integrated maritime security across the region.

The present study, contributed by Professor Asmussen in his role as a senior fellow at the
German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence for Public Policy and Good Governance (CPG),
draws on several years of research and fieldwork, including frequent stays at CPG. During this
period, we at CPG frequently had the pleasure of hosting and welcoming Professor Asmussen
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to our academic and professional community, where he shared interim findings at public events
and engaged in dialogue with colleagues and experts. Having closely followed the development
of this study, we are delighted to present it as part of our Asia in Review Special Issue series to
a broader audience.

Bangkok, July, 2025 Henning Glaser
Director, German-Southeast Asian Center of

Excellence for Public Policy and Good

Governance (CPG), Faculty of Law,

Thammasat University
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Foreword

The Indo-Pacific region, including the Strait of Malacca and the South China Sea, is increasingly
becoming a focal point of geopolitical attention:

e More than 90% of global trade is conducted via sea routes, with a significant portion
passing through the Indian and Pacific Oceans.

e 80% of EU exports are transported by sea, and up to 25% of global maritime trade
transits through the Strait of Malacca.

e Daily, over 2,000 ships navigate this chokepoint, transporting goods between the Indian
Ocean and the South China Sea.

The South China Sea is increasingly at the center of great power rivalry between China and the
United States, largely due to China’s foreign policy ambitions. Countries such as Japan, the
U.S., India, Australia, France, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have
responded by focusing their foreign policies more sharply on the Indo-Pacific. New alliances,
such as the one between the U.S., UK, and Australia, have emerged.

Germany and the European Union also attribute significant strategic importance to the Indo-
Pacific region. In 2020 and 2021, they adopted Indo-Pacific guidelines and a comprehensive
Indo-Pacific strategy, respectively. The EU's Indo-Pacific strategy is its response to the
challenges in the region, aiming to preserve a free and open Indo-Pacific for all while building
strong and lasting partnerships. Security and defense are among the seven priority areas for EU
engagement, which includes safeguarding sea lanes and enhancing naval presence in the Indo-
Pacific.

Additionally, the EU is working to increase joint exercises and port visits with Indo-Pacific
partners. This includes multilateral exercises, counter-piracy efforts, and the protection of
regional shipping. The EU will also support capacity-building for the navies of Indo-Pacific
partners, including ASEAN member states, to ensure maritime security in the region.

Since February 2019, the EU’s toolkit for ensuring maritime security has expanded with the
introduction of the Concept of Coordinated Maritime Presences (CMP). Piloted successfully in
the Gulf of Guinea in 2020, CMP has since been implemented in the Northwestern Indian Ocean
as part of the EU's Indo-Pacific strategy. The concept emphasizes enhanced joint exercises with
regional partners.

Given limited resources and the principle of a “single set of forces” for land and sea, effective
coordination of maritime presence by EU member states in key areas will become increasingly
crucial. CMP serves as a vital instrument for the EU to demonstrate maritime presence outside
of formal missions and operations while strengthening engagement with like-minded partners.

The deployment of the frigate BAYERN in 2022 and Germany's Indo-Pacific Deployment in 2024,
featuring the frigate BADEN-WURTTEMBERG and the combat support vessel FRANKFURT am
MAIN, were met with strong approval from international partners in the Indo-Pacific. During my
active service, this was confirmed in personal conversations with high-ranking military officials
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from India, ASEAN states, and during missions to South Korea and Singapore, as well as in
Brussels. Germany has demonstrated its strategic deployment capabilities and presence in the
Indo-Pacific. It is essential to continue this maritime engagement, and the German Navy intends
to do so.

The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), where the EU participates as a dialogue partner, serves as a
multilateral security dialogue in the Asia-Pacific region. The annual ASEAN Maritime Forum
(AMF) and the Enhanced ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF) provide platforms for dialogue and
coordination on maritime issues to strengthen regional cooperation.The EU-ASEAN Action Plan
2023-2027 firmly anchors cooperation in maritime security.

In his comprehensive study, Jan Asmussen examined the preparedness of ASEAN navies to
address maritime security challenges and their cooperative mechanisms. His research included
extensive interviews with naval officers, politicians, diplomats, and think tanks.

The study offers a current overview of maritime connectivity among ASEAN member states,
making it a unique and valuable document.

“Navigare necesse est” — “Seafaring is necessary.” This will remain unchanged in the future.
But:

“Freedom is not free” — Securing the freedom of the seas as the foundation for fair global trade
and supply security requires collective effort and decisive action.

To achieve this, close cooperation among ASEAN navies is paramount. The EU and Germany
can play a crucial supporting role in this endeavor.

Brussels, July, 2025 Rear Admiral Jiirgen Ehle (ret.)
Former Senior Military Advisor, Common

Security and Defence Policy and Crisis

Response at the European External Action

Service in Brussels
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Integrated Maritime Security Cooperation in South-East Asia

Jan Asmussen

Introduction

Southeast Asian maritime security was first raised as a key concern at the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF), where there was a call for more comprehensive maritime security guidelines.
Subsequently, the Bali Agreement Il in 2003 addressed maritime security as a broader issue for
ASEAN, leading to the establishment of the ASEAN Maritime Forum (AMF) and the Enhanced
ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF) in 2012. Regional cooperation began to take shape with
initiatives such as Eyes in the Sky, part of the Malacca Straits Security Initiative. Other regional
partners continued to contribute to the effort, with Japan participating in the 2006 Regional
Agreement on Cooperation Against Armed Piracy (ReCAAP).

While the stage seems set for a more networked and integrated approach, there is still
uncertainty as to how this will translate into broader security concerns such as China's
incursions into the EEZs of Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei and the Philippines. Moreover, questions
remain how to deter Chinese domination of the region and prevent violent destabilization, such
as an invasion of Taiwan?

As all of this creates security dilemmas for Southeast Asian states, it raises questions about
enhanced regional security cooperation and, by extension, the guarantees associated with
broader partnerships. If local actors are to avoid overt dependence on the US, they will be
forced to seek closer alliances among themselves and in the near neighborhood, such as with
India and Japan.

This contribution focuses on maritime strategic thinking in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore,
Indonesia, and the Philippines. Based on a study of strategy documents and interviews with
local experts, politicians and military officers, it will demonstrate how far naval cooperation has
developed. The study also highlights the long road ahead for integrated maritime security.

Five research questions were addressed in this study in order to tackle these issues. These
were:

1. What are the main naval threats for Singapore/Malaysia/Thailand/Indonesia/Philippines?

2. How is the Singapore/Malaysian/Thai/ Indonesian/Philippine Navycooperating with other
navies in order to meet these threats?

3. How does the Singapore/Malaysian/Thai/ Indonesian/Philippine Navy prepare itself for the
contingency of a global conflict breaking out in the South-China Sea or a PRC invasion of
Taiwan?

4. Does India play a particular role in this context and do you see room for improvement?
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5. How can Europe assist Singapore/Malaysia/Thailand/Indonesia/the Philippines in dealing
with future naval threats?

The following section presents the navies of each of the three Malay Peninsula states’and
those of Indonesia and the Philippines. It outlines the responses to the research questions.

Singapore

Singapore defines itself as a maritime nation.? Yet, it lacks maritime strategy. Singapore is at
the crossroads of the world's major shipping lanes. Maritime trade is the lifeblood of
Singapore's economy. Today, about 70% of the world's maritime trade passes through the
Singapore Strait, carrying about 80% of the country's food supplies. The dependence on the sea
for its very survival shapes Singapore's view of maritime security. Yet there is an apparent gap
between maritime security and the wider maritime culture in the country.?

Navy

The Republic of Singapore Navy (RSN) is the maritime arm of the Singapore Armed Forces
(SAF) and is responsible for the defense of the country against all maritime threats and the
protection of its sea lines of communication. It is the most powerful navy in Southeast Asia,
having been formally established in 1967, two years after independence from Malaysia in 1965,
and has since undergone extensive modernization. The RSN has 4,000 active and 5,000 reserve
personnel.*

Its fleetconsists of six Formidable-classfrigates, six Victory-class corvettes, four Sentinel-class
maritime security response vessels, eight Independence-classLittoral mission vessels, four
Endurance-class tank landing ships, four Bedok-class mine countermeasures vessel, four
Challenger- and Archer-class submarines and four Invincible-class submarines.®

T Burma's (called “Myanmar” by its Junta) Military is predominately engaged in fighting internal adversaries, such
as ethnic minorities and democratic forces. Its navy will, therefore, been neglected here.

2 Singapore Ministry of Defense, “A Maritime Force for a Maritime Nation,” Pointer Monograph 12, Singapore 2017,
https://www.mindef.gov.sg/oms/content/dam/imindef_media_library/graphics/pointer/PDF/2018/RSN50/RSNMo
nograph2017.pdf.

% Ying Hui Lee, “Singapore’s Conceptualization of Maritime Security’,” Asia Maritime Security Initiative, Center for
Strategic & International Studies (CSIS), December 1, 2021, https://amti.csis.org/singapores-conceptualization-of-
maritime-security/.

4 International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2021, London: Routledge, 2021, p. 297. ISBN
9781032012278.

5> Ministry of Defense Singapore, “Ships,”https://www.mindef.gov.sg/web/portal/navy/assets/ships/.
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Source: Own representation based on: World Directory of Modern Military Warships, Republic of Singapore Navy
(2024), https://www.wdmmw.org/republic-of-singapore-navy.php.

Although numerically small compared to its much larger neighbors in terms of tonnage and
manpower reserves, the RSN is countering this by continually seeking to maintain qualitative
superiority over any adversary through technology, fostering alliances with extra-regional navies
and increasing reliance on automation and unmanned assets. This has made the RSN one of
the most sophisticated and well-trained navies in the region.®

Assessment
Main naval threats

China is regarded as the top naval threat to Singapore’s security. However, as one naval expert
put it, “nobody would admit it”. Until fifteen years ago, the Singapore answer to the question of
that main naval threat would have been “Simultaneous attack by Malaysia and Indonesia!” In the
past Singapore was training for such an attack. Today there is less (no) talk about this. While
Indonesia did attack Singapore (during Konfrontasi), Malaysia didn't. Still Malaysia was
perceived the bigger threat. There are no military plans against an attack by China. A Chinese
invasion of Singapore appears very unlikely.’

Cooperation

The RSN also conducts regular operations with the navies of its neighboring countries to
counter piracy and the threat of terrorism in the congested littoral waters of the Straits of
Malacca and Singapore. It also operates Fokker 50 maritime patrol aircraft with its Republic of
Singapore Air Force (RSAF) counterparts to provide air surveillance of the seaward approaches

8 Republic of Singapore Navy, A Maritime Force for a Maritime Nation: Celebrating 50 Years of the Navy, Singapore:
Straits Times Press, 2017; Bahauddin Foizee, “Singapore’s ambitious naval procurement plans,” Asia Times, 19
August 2019, https://asiatimes.com/2019/08/singapores-ambitious-naval-procurement-plans/.

 Conversation with naval expert at a leading Singapore think tank, Singapore, 6 June 2023.
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to Singapore, one of the busiest sea lanes in the world. Further afield, the RSN has been
involved in international anti-piracy operations, participating in the multinational Combined Task
Force 151 off the Gulf of Aden.

Thailand is considered the most important regional cooperation partner. Singapore and
Thailand have the biggest regional navies. Indonesia is seen as the most important partner.
Singapore tries to involve it, but Indonesia’s reluctance is not helping.Malaysia is officially not
seen as very important partner, even though it is de-facto so because of day-to-day business as
the geographically closes nation. There seems to be still a mental problem stemming from the
“divorce” between the two countries.!Malaysia even had a naval base in Singapore where its
Naval HQ was situated there as well. This base was first British, then Malayan, and was used for
training. After 1965, much of it was moved to Johor Baru, but some elements remained in a
fenced-off area until the 1990s. By then, Singapore simply raised the rent and forced Malaysia
thereby to “voluntarily” withdraw. The reason was that it stood in the way of the railway
extension from Malaysia to Singapore.®

Taiwan

In the opinion of a naval expert Singapore would prefer the status quo. In case of war, it would
side with the winner (most likely the USA). It would not like a world order dominated by China.®
Another analyst agreed that Singapore wants to be on the winning side! And that the US would
be the most likely winner. However, he pointed to a division of the political establishment: as
long as Lee was around Singapore will side with the US. This goes as well for the security
services. The business side, on the other hand, tends to side with China. Thus, it depends
onwho dominates the government."’

India

Singapore would welcome a bigger Indian engagement. However, India’s presence is scarce,
and it has repeatedly been seen as unreliable. One expert recalled that some US-Indian
maneuvers were called off by India claiming that carriers could not be provided because of
“maintenance”, after a year of planning. Singapore had similar experiences and is probably
rather looking towards Japan as regional partner.'2

Europe

Singapore sees Europe’s importance in its insistence on the maintenance of the global world
order, rule of law, and freedom of navigation. Europe’s criticism of China in terms of its
disrespect for international norms is very welcome, because they are more morally powerful

8 Conversation with naval expert at a leading Singapore think tank, Singapore, 6 March 2023.

° Conversation with high-ranking naval officer, Royal Malaysian Navy (RMN), Kuala Lumpur, 9 March 2023
19 Conversation with naval expert at a leading Singapore think tank, Singapore, 6 March 2023.

" Conversation with a Singapore academic expert, Singapore, 6 March 2023.

12 Conversation with naval expert at a leading Singapore think tank, Singapore, 6 March 2023.
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compared to those of the USA. And it means that Singapore can refrain from those criticisms
themselves."

A German diplomate told me, that German technical and educational assistance was very
welcomed by the RSN, in fact much more was encouraged.™

Malaysia

Putrajaya’ must take the responsibility to remake Malaysia into a strong maritime nation. Besides
equipping the Royal Malaysian Navy with faster hulls and missiles, Malaysia must also modernize its
shipbuilding industry to reduce dependence on foreign powers and save foreign exchange.

There was a time when we almost acquired the right to build submarines with help from a foreign power.
Another foreign power had offered to sell four submarines to Malaysia at a fraction of the price we paid
for two prototypes from France. The two submarines we now have are not enough to patrol our Exclusive
Economic Zone. We need a minimum of eight. Singapore has four, Vietnam six, Indonesia six, and
Thailand is reportedly buying three from China, according to one source, to counter Malaysia. In short, the
country paid through its nose to procure basic combat ships for the navy.'®

Professor Dato' Dr. BA Hamzah, Centre for Defence and International Studies, National Defence University,
Malaysia.

Malaysia’s vital interest areas are encapsulated in the Peta Baru Malaysia 1979,"” across the
South China Sea, the Straits of Malacca, the Sulu-Sulawesi Sea, and the Indian Ocean.
Malaysia’'s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) and its continental shelf surrounding the South
China Sea also fall within Malaysia's offshore economic interests.'®

Navy

The Malaysian armed forces’ task is to maintain its presence and ensure sovereignty over the
territorial seas and EEZ, defend against external threats and aggression, and deter or deny any
hostile acts towards these interests."’

The core of the Malaysian fleet consists of two Lekiu-class Frigates, two Kasturi-class and four
Laksamana-class corvettes, two Scorpéne-class submarines, ten offshore patrol vessels (Kedah-
and Keris-classes). In addition, there are twenty fast attack craft, forty-one fast interceptor craft,

'3 Conversation with naval expert at a leading Singapore think tank, Singapore, 6 March 2023.

14 Conversation with German diplomat to Singapore, Singapore, 6 March 2023

15 Putrajaya is the administrative and judicial capital of Malaysia.

16 B. A. Hamzah, “Making Malaysia a Credible Sea Power,” in: Ruhanas Harun and Sabirin Ja'afar (eds.), Malaysia: A
Maritime Nation, 2nd ed.,Kulala Lumpur: Maritime Institute of Malaysia, 2023., pp. xii-xiv, at xii.

7.0n December 21, 1979, Malaysia published its new map called “Peta Baru MenunjukkanSempadanPerairan dan
PelantarBenua Malaysia” (New Map Showing the Territorial Waters and Continental Shelf Boundaries of Malaysia)
and officially proclaimed its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) on April 25, 1980. Su Wai Mon,“The Practical
Implications of Unresolved Maritime Boundaries,"The Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1
(WINTER/SPRING 2022), pp. 74-96, at 77-78.

'8 Sumathy Permal, “Malaysia’s Maritime Realm: The Geostrategic Imperatives,” in: Harun and Ja'afar (eds.),
Malaysia: A Maritime Nation, above fn. 16, pp. 37-59, at 37.

1% Ihid., p. 38.
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four minesweepers, two multi-purpose support ships, two auxiliary ships, one submarine rescue
ship, plus three training ships and three hydrographic survey vessels.2While the number of
vessels appears impressive their actual fighting power is rather limited as some sixty per cent
of the Royal Malaysian Navy's assets are obsolete or aging fast.?'Six stealth frigates (Maharaja
Lela-class) were therefore projected in 2011 in order to modernize the fleet. The ship design
was based on an enlarged version of the Gowind-class corvette designed by Naval Group,
formerly known as DCNS of France. The contract was finalized, and all ships were to be built by
local shipbuilder Boustead Heavy Industries Corporation (BHIC) for the RMN at a maximum
price of RM9.128 billion (USS$2.8 hillion), the largest single deal in the Malaysian Defence
Ministry’s history, starting in 2015. Five of the vessels were to be delivered by August 2022.
However, not a single vessel had been delivered despite the fact that RM6 billion had already
been paid to Boustead. This led to considerable criticism and cynical comments in social media
were. For example, a posting carrying the heading “The Most Wanted Toy of the Year”
showcased a Navy littoral combat ship toy box in which a miniature Malaysian combat ship was
supposed to be placed but was not there. The wording at the bottom of the box read: “World’s
Most Invisible Combat Ship”. Another post made a comparison between an American stealth
bomber and the Malaysian littoral combat ships. The former can go under the radar undetected
while the latter has the bizarre capability of completely disappearing from the radar. It is even
invisible to the naked eye.??Fraud investigations were launched and former BHIC managing
director Tan Sri Ahmad Ramli Mohd Nor was charged with three counts of criminal breach of
trust totaling RM21 million.ZIn January 2023, it was announced that the contract had been
reviewed and the order reduced to five ships.?*In May 2026 the Malaysian government
proclaimed that it had signed another complimentary contract with BHIC and that it will take
over the company, placing it under the control of the Finance Ministry. The first ship is now
scheduled to appear in 2026.2° If this actually happens, the invisible fleet might be visible
eventually, notwithstanding its alleged stealth capacity.

20 Royal Malaysian Navy, Fleet, https://pusmas.navy.mil.my/index.php/ms/component/sppagebuilder?view=page
&id=281.

21 Zaidi Isham Ismail, “Of ‘invisible’ combat ships, national security and a cloak of secrecy,”Dagangnews, 11 August
2022, https://dagangnews.com/article/invisible-combat-ships-national-security-and-cloak-secrecy-18147.

22 Mustafa K. Anuar, “Our ‘invisible’ vessel confronts a storm: Malaysia should strive to avoid gaining high visibility
on the world stage for the wrong reasons,"The Malaysian Insight, 9  August 2022,
https://www.themalaysianinsight.com/s/395416.

23 Rahmat Khairulrijal, “LCS fiasco: Former Navy chief charged with 3 counts of CBT,”The Straits Times, 16 August
2022,https://www.nst.com.my/news/crime-courts/2022/08/822675/Ics-fiasco-former-navy-chief-charged-3-count

s-cbt-nsttv#:~:text=KUALA%20LUMPUR%3A%20Former%20Boustead%20Heavy,Ship%20(LCS)%20project%20scand
a.

24 Hafidzul Hilmi Mohd Noor, “RM’s Littoral Combat Ships reduced from six to five vessels,” The Straits Times, 30
January 2023, https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/01/874793/rmns-littoral-combat-ships-reduced-six-
five-vessels.

%5 Leslie Andres, and Adie Zulkifli, “LCS project: Govt to begin process of taking over Boustead Naval Shipyard,” The
Straits Times, 26 May 2023, https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/05/913626/lcs-project-govt-begin-
process-taking-over-boustead-naval-shipyard.

1



https://pusmas.navy.mil.my/index.php/ms/component/sppagebuilder?view=page%20&id=281
https://pusmas.navy.mil.my/index.php/ms/component/sppagebuilder?view=page%20&id=281
https://dagangnews.com/article/invisible-combat-ships-national-security-and-cloak-secrecy-18147
https://www.themalaysianinsight.com/s/395416
https://www.nst.com.my/news/crime-courts/2022/08/822675/lcs-fiasco-former-navy-chief-charged-3-count%20s-cbt-nsttv#:~:text=KUALA%20LUMPUR%3A%20Former%20Boustead%20Heavy,Ship%20(LCS)%20project%20scand a
https://www.nst.com.my/news/crime-courts/2022/08/822675/lcs-fiasco-former-navy-chief-charged-3-count%20s-cbt-nsttv#:~:text=KUALA%20LUMPUR%3A%20Former%20Boustead%20Heavy,Ship%20(LCS)%20project%20scand a
https://www.nst.com.my/news/crime-courts/2022/08/822675/lcs-fiasco-former-navy-chief-charged-3-count%20s-cbt-nsttv#:~:text=KUALA%20LUMPUR%3A%20Former%20Boustead%20Heavy,Ship%20(LCS)%20project%20scand a
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/01/874793/rmns-littoral-combat-ships-reduced-six-five-vessels
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/01/874793/rmns-littoral-combat-ships-reduced-six-five-vessels
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/05/913626/lcs-project-govt-begin-process-taking-over-boustead-naval-shipyard
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2023/05/913626/lcs-project-govt-begin-process-taking-over-boustead-naval-shipyard

Integrated Maritime Security Cooperation in South-East Asia

Amphibious Assault .
5% Total: 44 Frigates

7%
Mine Warfare Corvettes

9% 14%
\ Submarines
1%

= Frigates = Corvettes Submarines = OPVs = Mine Warfare Amphibious Assault

Source: Own representation based on: World Directory of Modern Military Warships, Royal Malaysian Navy (2024),
https://www.wdmmw.org/royal-malaysian-navy.php

Policy Directions

Malaysia's 2020 Defence White Paper (DWP) is a key document in that it enshrines the nation's
vision, strategies, and implementation plans on all its maritime domains. The DWP
encapsulates how Malaysia should act and outlines the ways and means for protecting her
national interests in the Straits of Malacca, the South China Sea, the Sulu-Sulawesi Sea, and the
Indian Ocean. The framework outlines the Armed Forces prime scope in first, defending the
nation's landmasses, her maritime zones, strategic waterways, airspace and critical lines of
communication; second, protecting sovereignty, preserving independence and preventing
external interference; and third, defending the nation's wellbeing through promoting economic
prosperity, development, and growth opportunities, and her interests abroad.?® On the regional
front, Malaysia, together with Southeast Asian nations, has issued the ASEAN Outlook,
emphasizing several principles and guidelines. These cover openness, transparency, inclusivity,
a rules-based framework, good governance, respect for sovereignty, non-intervention,
complementarity with existing cooperation frameworks, equality, mutual respect, mutual trust
and benefit, and respect for international law.?’

Assessment
Main naval threats

The South China Sea geographically separates Malaysia into the peninsula and the East
Malaysia territories of Sabah and Sarawak. With the current environment of uncertainty and

2 M|n|stry of Defence, Defense Whlte Paper A Secure, Sovere:gn and Prosperous Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur 2022,

z ASEAN ASEAN Out/ook on the Indo-Pacific, Bangkok 22 June 2019, ttps //asean.org/asean2020/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf.
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unpredictability from overlapping claims on the South China Sea by several regional states, the
sea that has significantly contributed to Malaysia's economy and socio-cultural environment
has also become a security concern. In addition to the territorial dispute, the South China Sea is
also vulnerable to other non-traditional security threats such as piracy, incursion, and vessels'
illegal movement in territorial waters.?®Maritime threats and insecurity are varied and abundant
in the waters surrounding Malaysia. The National Defence White Paper published in late 2019
provided specific roles for the Navy in achieving a secure maritime nation. The Malaysian Navy,
in collaboration with other maritime-related agencies, has been entrusted with securing and
guarding the nation's waters against these threats and insecurities. 2°

Sumathy Permal, who is heading the Centre for the Straits of Malacca at the Maritime Institute
of Malaysia divides threats according to four different geographical theatres: the Straits of
Malacca, the South China Sea, the Sulu-Sulawesi Sea and the Indian Ocean.

First, “(t)he Straits of Malacca's strategic importance as a primary sea lane of communication
in East Asia has led many countries to want to project power there. [..]Malaysia's geographical
reality, which straddles this strategic SLOC linking the Indian and Pacific Ocean, requires
participation in this critical geopolitical theatre.”3® Malaysia's National Defence Policy 2010
(NDP, 2010)identifies the Straits of Malacca as a “core interest area” and a “strategic” sea line
of communication and air route, including its entrance and exits and the Straits of Singapore
that needs to be protected.®'

Malaysia views any encroachment on the security and stability that may adversely impact the
Straits' wellbeing as a threat to its national interest. Malaysia is cognizant of the Straits'
strategic nature and the power rivalry among major navies that may converge in the waterway,
making it vulnerable and a possible military conflict theatre. As such, Malaysia emphasizes that
the Straits of Malacca should not be internationalized, and its security should rest solely with its
littoral states of Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore. Bearing such significance strategically,
Malaysia believes that the strategic waterways should be free from military warships and
primarily serve as a conduit for trade and shipping.*?

This school of thinking has two major consequences: It places security for the straits into the
sole responsibility of the littoral states, and it hinders security cooperation with other partners
that are explicitly ruled out as security providers.

The South China Sea forms the second area of security concerns for Malaysia, as described by
Permal. In recent years, conflict prevention has dominated the South China Sea disputes
agenda, although recent developments could alter the area's status quo. In September 2019, the
Malaysian Ministry of Foreign Affairs published its Foreign Policy Framework of the New
Malaysia themed Change in Continuity. It highlights, that issues relating to the South China Sea

28 Sabirin Ja'afar and Ruhanas Harun, “Shaping Malaysia into a Maritime Nation,” in: Harun and Ja'afar (eds),
Malaysia: A Maritime Nation, above fn. 16, pp. 1-14, at 7.

2 |bid., pp.7-8.

30 permal, above fn. 18, p. 39.

31 Ministry of Defence Malaysia, National Defence Policy, Kuala Lumpur 2010.

32 permal, above fn. 18, pp. 42-43.
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are based on close cooperation among ASEAN member states and the major powers. As a
result, Malaysia needs continuous and judicious engagement with China to safeguard her
sovereignty.3® In this respect, the constant presence of Chinese Coast Guard vessels around
Beting Patinggi Ali (Luconia Shoals) since 11 September 2013 is of particular concern.
Officially, Malaysia's approach towards issues in the South China Sea is based on the concept
of pragmatism. It underscores that disputes should be settled through peaceful means, using a
rules-based approach and universally recognized international law principles such as UNCLOS
and international arbitration. Malaysia supports establishing a rules-based framework with a set
of norms to guide the conduct of parties and promote maritime cooperation in the region.
Currently, there are several legal and agreed-upon frameworks relating to cooperation in the
South China Sea, which is recommendatory and non-obligatory. The 2002 Declaration on the
Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) advocates self-restraint and promotes
possible areas of cooperative activities.34

Malaysia has yet to develop an approach towards an increasingly assertive China that does play
by the rules laid out by international law. Frequent Malaysian calls that parties to disputes
should avoid the use of force, intimidation, or coercion and exercise self-restraint in the conduct
of activities, as well as proposals to use ASEAN to protect its interests and promote multilateral
solutions to South China Sea issues, are yetto be backed up with credible naval deterrence.

The Sulu Sea and Sulawesi Sea (also known as the Celebes Sea) are in the southwest Pacific
Ocean, where Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines share the Tri-Border Sea Area (TBSA).
This area forms an alternative route to the Straits of Malacca as it is the only other seaway
capable of supporting submarines and super tankers. It forms the third area in which maritime
threats to Malaysia occur. Here, non-traditional threats are a major challenge to maritime
security. They include piracy, armed robbery, smuggling of small arms and explosives, human
trafficking, illegal immigrants, illegal fishing, maritime terrorism, and degradation of the
maritime environment, and marine resources. Additional security issues such as terrorism,
human trafficking, drug trafficking, smuggling of arms and goods and others have become more
prevalent.3®

Finally, in the Indian Ocean Malaysia tries to protect her interests to guarantee freedom of
passage for international shipping in the Straits of Malacca's approaches.3¢

Non-traditional maritime security threats

Alif Hidayat and Jeslyn Tan, researchers at the Centre for Maritime Security & Diplomacy,
Maritime Institute of Malaysia, describe the various non-traditional maritime security threats
emanating from non-state actors that Malaysia must face, as transnational crimes such as
piracy and armed robbery, maritime terrorism, drug and weapons trafficking, human smuggling

33 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Malaysia, Foreign Policy Framework of the New Malaysia - Change in Continuity,
2019, https://www.kin.gov.my/foreign-policyframework/.

34 Permal, above fn. 18, p. 46.

% Ibid., p. 47.
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and trafficking, exploitation of marine resources, as well as maritime cybersecurity.®” In order to
neutralize these threats Malaysia has tasked a number of agencies and installed certain
mechanisms: The Royal Malaysian Navy (RMN) must maintain superiority in defending the
state’s maritime territory and prevent encroachments on Malaysia's maritime sovereignty. They
patrol port entry points, the Malacca Strait, and Malaysia's SLOCs. The navy is in charge of the
state’s maritime defense operations and surveillance, covering 603,210 km2 of Malaysia's
coastline.3® The Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency (MMEA)—or the Malaysian Coast
Guard agency—was formed in April 1999 following the findings of a study commissioned by the
Malaysian government which concluded that maritime law enforcement was ineffective due to
"overlapping functions, overlapping jurisdiction, and uneconomical use of resources" among the
excessive number of agencies involved. As a result, the enactment of the Malaysian Maritime
Enforcement Agency Act 2004 (Act 633) formally established the Agency (MMEA, 2019a). As
the national coast guard agency, the MMEA is responsible for law enforcement in the Malaysian
Maritime Zone, coastal and air surveillance, prevention of ocean pollution, preventing piracy and
drug trafficking on the high seas, and maritime search and rescue operations. In addition, the
MMEA assists in any criminal matters if requested by foreign nations.3*The Marine Operations
Force (MOF), also known as the Marine Police Force, operates under the jurisdiction of the
Royal Malaysian Police. The Marine Police focuses on enhancing security through prevention.*?

The above-mentioned contributions show a clear focus on diplomacy and tackling non-
traditional threats. But why is Malaysia so reluctant to have a more convincing naval deterrence
against traditional threats.

One of my interlocutors, who is a manager at a major local ship building company and former
naval analyst, was, with regard to hard threats, reluctant to mention China at all. He cited
historical explanations, like Malaysia wants to be neutral and has issues with otherpowers too—
notably Singapore or Konfrontasi with Indonesia, even though he did not frame that as present
security threat. But these legacies would hinder more cooperation against hard threats. He
would like to see more cooperation but can't detect concrete development. In addition, there is
the current insufficient condition of the navy (for example the littoral ships). As for soft threats
(Crime, Terrorism) there is cooperation, but all states would abide by the rules.*!

Members of a major government think-tank told me, as well, that there is an issue of
insufficiency involved. Therefore, the main threat comes from within. The maritime security
agencies, especially the navy, would suffer from insufficient equipment. The Littoral Ships
scandal was only the tip of the iceberg. Singapore or Indonesia were clearly partners and not
considered as threats.*?

37 Alif Hidayat and Jeslyn Tan, “Maritime Threats: Issues and Challenges in Malaysia’s Maritime Domain,” in:
Ruhanas Harun and Sabirin Ja'Afar (eds.), Malaysia: A Maritime Nation, above fn. 16, pp. 61-88, at 61-62.
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Academicians from the Malaysian University confirmed that there was a major threat from
within: “Our ships are invisible!” However, they regarded China’s posture in the South China Sea
as the prime danger. Especially people in Sarawak would complain about the lack of action
against Chinese activities in the South-China Sea.*?

A major naval analyst from the RMN, however, took a quite different view. He admitted that
China and the South China Sea were an Issue, but not the main task of the navy. The main tasks
were constabulary things, like fisheries, pirates and the like. This is a unique statement for a
naval officer—prioritizing constabulary tasks before fighting or naval diplomacy. As | therefore
pressed on during the interview on China’s assertiveness, he told me, in an apologetic way, that
China had never infringed Malaysia territorial waters, but the 200 miles EEZ. Chinese airplanes
have approached the 12 miles line but never crossed it. So, China was not in conflict with the
law of the seas there. However, its economic activities in the EEZ were a matter of concern, but
Malaysia’s navy is not in a position to show them off. In addition, it had conflicts with other
neighbors, like Singapore or Indonesia, but these were approached by referring the issues to the
Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA). In any case, at present, the Malaysian navy does not train
for major sea battle. In fact, it is not capable of doing so0.**

But why does Malaysia not tackle this major deficiency? A researcher at another government-
sponsored think tank told me that Malaysia, of course, does regard China as a major threat, but
politicians do not deal with it. Still Malaysia has lesser issues vis-a-vis China than Vietnam and
Philippines. The previous PM had a strong Asian nationalistic, anti-western approach, which
would explain this reluctance. Presently there is no real discussion. There were four PMs in the
past years. So, the main issue now is internal affairs and stability. The new PM will soon travel
to Beijing, and it was doubtful that he would make any reference to South-China Sea. The
Chinese have permanent Coast Guard ships in Malaysia's EEZ (two to three). Malaysia’s navy
was not strong enough to deter them. That's why Malaysia is happy that the US Navy is around.
Secondly, there is still concern over Indonesia’s territorial claims-and there is an issue with
Vietnamese fishery.*®

What appears from all the interviews is, despite certain differences in emphasis, that China
does pose a security threat, but that in the light of Malaysia's current inefficient security
services there is nothing the country can do about it. The prevailing apparent distrust towards
its neighbors Singapore and Indonesia seems not to help when it comes to cooperation efforts.

Cooperation

Some Malaysian experts have grasped the need for better integrated cooperation in order to
tackle maritime security. Hamzah Bin Ahmad from the Centre for Defence and International
Studies, National Defence University, Malaysia, claims that “it has now become a recognized
fact that insofar as defending interests at sea (economic, military, political, and environmental),
Malaysia needs to forge strong cooperative relationships with other global and regional

3 Conversation with professors from Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, 9 March 2023.
4 Conversation with senior officer, Royal Malaysian Navy, Kuala Lumpur, 9 March 2023
45 Conversation with researcher at Malaysia government-sponsored think tank, Kuala Lumpur, 10 March 2023.
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stakeholders. This includes maintaining good relations with major maritime powers like the US,
China, Japan, and members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) with whom
we share the maritime space.® Similarly, Sumathy Permal, wrote that, “As a littoral state,
Malaysia's policy in the maritime domain is broadly to continue cooperation with other states,
strengthen capacity, and maintain safety and security of navigation in the Straits of Malacca,
avoid becoming entangled in major power rivalries and not taking sides. It also involves
managing risk in sea areas through confidence building, upholding the ASEAN Charter's
principles, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia and the Declaration of a Zone
of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality."#’

What is lacking in both above statements is a clear-cut definition of what is going to happen if
the broad cooperation defined does not function, because either one of the major powers does
not abide by the rules or not all ASEAN partners are ready to cooperate. That said, cooperation
efforts seem to have made some way forward when it comes to non-traditional maritime
threats.

The Malacca Straits Patrol (MSP) is, for example, involving a set of practical cooperative
measures among the littoral states. It was launched in 2004 to combat pirates and armed
robberies in the Malacca Straits and Singapore, bolstering existing bilateral arrangements with
member states and enhancing security. The MSP comprises the Royal Malaysian Navy, the
Indonesian Navy, the Republic of Singapore Navy, and the Royal Thai Navy, which joined in
2008. It consists of the Malacca Strait Sea Patrol (MSSP), the Eyes-in-the-Sky (EiS) air patrols,
and the Intelligence Exchange Group (IEG). The various navies conduct coordinated patrols
through the Monitoring and Action Agency and facilitate information sharing between ships
(MAA). When Eyes-in-the-Sky (EiS) support was introduced in 2006, MSP operations improved.*®

The ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting (ADMM) and ADMM+ are active in the maritime domain,
particularly in maritime security, counterterrorism, disaster management, and peacekeeping
operations. ASEAN leaders have agreed to work together on naval cooperation, maintaining
freedom and safety of navigation, combating piracy and sea robberies, and advancing the
ASEAN Political-Security Community. The ASEAN connectivity master plan emphasizes the
importance of maritime linkages in developing a competitive ASEAN community. Another
framework, the Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies Meeting (HACGAM), also collaborates in
search and rescue efforts, environmental protection, countermeasures against massive natural
disasters, and the prevention and control of illegal maritime activities.*

The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) Inter-Sessional Meeting on Maritime Security (ISM on MS)
was established in 2008 at the 15th ASEAN Regional Forum Ministerial Meeting in Singapore to
address and combat maritime non-traditional security threats in Southeast Asia. In March 2009,
the first ARF ISM on MS was held in Surabaya, Indonesia. The ARF ISM on MS serves as a forum
for discussions on maritime security issues and the creation of a framework to facilitate

46 Hamzah, above fn. 16, p. xiv.

47 Permal, above fn. 18, p. 56.
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cooperation among ARF members through capacity-building measures such as training and
exercises. In addition, an ARF Work Plan on Maritime Security 2018-2020 was developed to help
guide ARF members' cooperative activities.*

ASEAN established the ASEAN Maritime Forum (AMF) in 2010 as a platform for dialogue and
regional maritime cooperation concerning Southeast Asia. The AMF was further expanded in
2012 at the 3rd AMF in Manila, the Philippines, to become the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum
(EAMF) by including all members of the East Asia Summit (EAS) into the existing AMF
structure. As the EAMF reflects the characteristics of the EAS, it is the region's only initiative
where the highest level of government of the major powers meets and exchanges views on
regional maritime issues.®’

Views on the effectiveness of the cooperation do differ. One industrial manager told me that
there is a lot of cooperation, but no real efficiency. Everything should be ASEAN-organized but
is not perfectly functioning.>?

A government maritime think-tank interlocutor narrated that ASEAN would foster cooperation
with all states. There was no particular best partner, but bilateral relations.

Academics are more outspoken on the issue and singled out Singapore and Indonesia as being
probably the important day-to-day partners. Japan and Australia would fall into that category as
well. Fighter jets for Malaysia were bought in South Korea. And there is de-facto cooperation
with the US. Politicians would not admit that. There was some minor cooperation with China as
well.%

My navy contact told me that ASEAN was the top cooperation partner. It was impossible to
prioritize, but Singapore, Indonesia and the Philippines were, of course, major partners. As |
asked about Thailand, he said, “Yes, Thailand, too.” Everything was done on a one-to-one basis.
There were different formats of cooperation with Japan, the US, Australia and so on. And
Malaysia was “still very happy that the US is here and provides some security”.

This view was seconded by the second government think-tank interviewee, who saw the US as
the most important partner. Very important was, as well, the sea control command— including
Australia—based at Penang. But cooperation was often hampered by old conflict legacies
between Malaysia and Singapore. As for naval cooperation, the navy tells him, that they learn
little from their neighbors but much by exercising with US and India.%®

50 ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF),"Maritime Security,” 2021, https://aseanregionalforum.asean.org/librarycat/
maritime-security/.

1 S. F. Muhibat,"AMF and EAMF: An Uncertain Future?,” RSIS Commentary, No. 111, 2 June 2017,Singapore:
Nanyang Technological University,https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/C017111.pdf.
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Taiwan

What will Malaysia do, if China attacks Taiwan? Judging by the literature, very little! Permal
writes that “Malaysia's stand is not to take sides in her relations with major powers in the
context of Asia Pacific or in Asia”. However, he warns about “expanding maritime interests and
naval ambitions of China and India, reflective of growing strategic competition between them.”
This would “eventually converge more significantly in the Indo-Pacific. This will require SEA
governments to review and assess future strategic and security challenges in the Indo-Pacific
to safeguard their interests. Malaysia’s policies have yet to incorporate the emerging concept
of the Indo-Pacific, but embracing it is an imperative that must be addressed.””” This statement
expresses at least some awareness of the growing conflict in the Indo-Pacific. Without
mentioning the US or Taiwan, it shows that Malaysia seems to be aware that there might be
something brewing which needs to be addressed. But how?

Contacts from the Malaysian industry interviewed for this study were mainly trying to avoid a
clear answer. One even expressed that China had legitimate security concerns because of US
threats. Even this contact agreed that a winning China would be undesirable but expressed the
view that there will be a different China after Xi.>®

The gravity of the issue is nevertheless discussed much in government circles. What is really
missing is a conflict resolution mechanism. Malaysia would definitely try to engage in
negotiating peace and avoid taking sides. Here again, US actions on Taiwan are regarded as
fueling the conflict, too.*

Malaysian academics are rather critical of the government’s position. One told me: “I am not
sure, if the Foreign Ministry thinks that far. [..] The general attitude is: It will never come to this
and there is no contingency planning.” The Foreign Ministry would listen to pro-Chinese think
tanks that downplay the issue. The general attitude was: “China wants to make business”. When
push comes to shove, Malaysia would follow whatever Indonesia is doing. “We are very used to
this strategy.” Another issue was the ethnic division of Malaysian society. The Chinese
community predominantly supports PRC, but it was the Malaysians who dominate politics.6°

A senior officer of the RMN told me that he does not believe that this will happen. He saw
similarities to Ukraine, where Russia “took those parts that are in favor of Russia. "Similarly,
Taiwan was divided between those in favor of China and those who, instigated by the West,
want independence. However, he agreed that those in favor of China do not favor communist
rule, especially not after what happened in Hong Kong. What Malaysia most likely would do, is
what they did in the case of Ukraine: Protest against unlawful action and call for negotiations.
Pressed on what would happen if they were forced to take sides, he responded that the navy
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was not capable of mayor naval combat, i.e., invisible ships. If ASEAN nations would move, it
would be individual nations. There would be no common fleet sailing to relieve Taiwan.®’

Taiwan is very important for the computer industry in Penang, as a think-tank researcher
pointed out. In addition, it is one of the most important University destinations for Malaysian
students who would be stuck there. The government will have to account for how to get them
out. In his view, Malaysia will not have the choice, but the choice will be made for them. Of
course, they will opt for negotiations and neutrality, if possible, but there is no contingency
planning.6?

India

As pointed out earlier, the proximity of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to the northern
entrance of the straits opens the sea area to the possibility of extra-regional players extending
their influence in the region, making the area vulnerable to both conventional and non-
conventional threats.®®0ne of the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium outcomes in 2015 was the
proposed establishment of a regional strategic partnership among the navies in the Indian
Ocean rim. It was envisaged that such a partnership would facilitate navies in the Indian Ocean
region in sharing information on maritime security issues. Malaysia is supportive of a strategic
partnership with other Indian Ocean countries primarily for regional naval and coast guard
collaboration under the ambit of non-military maritime cooperation. Malaysia has participated
in many regional functional mechanisms, including the Indian Ocean Rim Association, Indian
Ocean Naval Symposium, Indian Ocean Tuna Commission, Bay of Bengal Large Marine
Ecosystem, Combined Maritime Forces Counter-Piracy Operations, Operation GATEWAY,
International Technical Cooperation, and the Langkawi International Dialogue.®*

But could this Malaysian engagement in the Indian Ocean not reciprocated by an Indian
engagement in the Malacca Straits and beyond? If Malaysia’s Navy is not strong enough to ward
off intruders, could a partnership with India not be an alternative to relying on the USN?

An industrialist commented: “The ASEAN answer would be very clear: No thank you.” He had
been at a conference in Myanmar, where the Indians said they want a role and the answer was,
we can cooperate in the Indian Ocean, but here it should be ASEAN only.

The interlocutors from the government think-tank were more open to that idea. They pointed out
that there is a great deal of cooperation in the Andaman Sea. At the moment there is no
discussion on an extension, but it would be an avenue worth pursuing.5¢
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One problem here is that Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore’s governments do not consider the
Straits of Malacca and (Singapore) as international waterways. However, they fully recognize
the rights of international shipping in accordance with the principles of innocent passage.®’

University researchers pointed to another important obstacle—the anti-Muslim Hinduist policies
of the Modi government. They sense that India could play a role, but “not under this government
(Modi) as we do not wish to be seen as working against Pakistan/Muslims. There might be
openness, but nobody pushes for that.”®®

A source from the navy told me that the RMN was training with India as well. Malaysian staff
are trained in India and vice versa. However, he pointed to India’s security dilemma between
China in the north and its engagement in Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Would an enhanced
engagement by India be welcome to Malaysia? India was participating in QUAD that is seen as a
threat by China. Therefore, India might not be regarded as neutral.®

Another think-tank researcher said that India might become more important, if the US
withdraws. Therefore, it should be more involved. But at present, this is rather unlikely, because
of Modi's policies. Malaysia has refused India’s offer to take part in the Malaccan strait
patrol.”®

Europe
What could Europe do to help Malaysia enhance its naval defense?

Malaysian companies are keen to get assistance in the form of vocational training, education,
governance and related areas.”!

The government think-tank representatives named assistance with capacity building,
addressing cyber threats and other training. In addition, they would welcome continuing naval
diplomacy and other diplomacy, as for example Steinmeier’s visit to Malaysia.”?

Academics caution that it was important that the EU speaks eye to eye, not patronizing on
human rights, i.e., it would be better to enter through the back door of law-based trade, rule of
law, cooperation. In that respect there is room for success of EU initiatives. Naval diplomacy
was welcomed, t0o.”3

The RMN would like to see more engagement in staff training and exchange, as well as more
naval diplomacy ship visits. More EU nations should have defense attachés in Malaysia to
enhance cooperation. All this, as well as educational exchange, would be very welcome. On the
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economic field, Malaysia is aware of its dependence on China and needs to diversify. There is
common ground for cooperation with Europe.”*

A security expert at a major think-tank mentioned arms supplies as the major contribution. He
said that Malaysia does not wish to end up being dependent on China (they bought ships there)
or US arms supplies. “We don't need F-35, we need weapons that are just good enough to delay
China. Europe can help here”.”

Thailand

The Thai Navy's area of operations includes rivers, the Gulf of Thailand and the Indian Ocean—
separated by the Kra Isthmus—with the country’s coastline sandwiched between regional
players Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Malaysia.

Navy

The Kingdom of Thailand maintains a naval force that is among the most powerful in Southeast
Asia.”*The modern Royal Thai Navy (RTN) is a surface force built primarily for local and regional
defense. The 130 vessels of the Royal Fleet consist of frigates equipped with surface-to-air
missiles, fast attack craft armed with surface-to-surface missiles, large coastal patrol craft,
coastal minelayers, coastal minesweepers, landing craft, and training ships. Its only aircraft
carrier, the ex-Spanish Navy's Principe de Asturias, operates as HTMS Chakri Naruebet and
supports only a rotary wing force.”’

Built by the Spanish shipbuilder Bazan, Chakri Naruebet was ordered in 1992, laid down in 1994,
launched in 1996 and commissioned into the Thai Navy in 1997. It was designed to carry an air
group of V/STOL fighters and helicopters and is equipped with a ski-jump. It was originally
intended to operate a mixed air group of ex-Spanish AV-8S Matador Harrier V/STOL aircraft and
Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk helicopters.”® But in 1999 only one of them could be operated because
of spare parts, training and financial problems.”lts entire fleet of Harrier V/STOL jets was
decommissioned in 2006.2°

Even though Chakri Naruebet was intended for patrolling and force projection in Thai waters,
the Asian financial crisis in 1997 meant that the carrier spent most of its career docked at
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9 William M.Carpenter, and David G. Wiencek (eds.), Asian Security Handbook 2000,Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe,
2000, p. 302.

8 Jeremy Bender, “Thailand has an aircraft carrier without any aircraft,” Business Insider,12 December 2015,
https://www.businessinsider.com/thailand-aircraft-carrier-has-no-aircraft-2015-2.
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Sattahip Naval Base.!’ The vessel has been deployed on several disaster relief operations,
including the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, and in response to
separate flooding incidents in late 2010 and early 2011.82 The ship has a good hospital unit
which comes in handy, when it comes to tackling natural catastrophes in the south of
Thailand.®

Apart from disaster relief, the carrier's few other departures from port are for a single training
day per month.84 Naval commentators tend to regard the Chakri Naruebet less as an aircraft
carrier and more as the world’s largest and most expensive royal yacht, while the Thai media
have nicknamed the ship “Thai-tanic” and consider it a white elephant.?®
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Helicopter Carrier Total: 86 S‘V
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Source: Own representation based on: World Directory of Modern Military Warships, Royal Thai Navy (2024),
https://www.wdmmw.org/royal-thai-navy-thailand.php

The RTN amphibious assault arm is substantial and includes primary warfare ships supported
by a fleet of landing ships. Seven frigates and seven corvettes form the backbone of the surface
fleet, but the bulk of its strength lies in the patrol force, which includes offshore and fast attack
craft of many types—Chinese, British, American, Italian and Thai. Mine warfare is handled by a
collection of five minesweepers. In addition, support ships fill gaps in the network. The balance
of forces is considered average, and the average hull age is nearly 24 years. Ordered units cover
submarine, amphibious warfare and patrol roles.%

81 Chris Bishop, and Christopher Chant,Aircraft Carriers: The World’s Greatest Naval Vessels and Their Aircraft,
London: MBI Publishing Company, 2004, p.88.

82 Royal Thai Navy, “Chakri Nauebet disaster relief missions,” (in Thai), https://web.archive.org/web/
20090501163101/http://www.navy.mi.th/cvh911/chakrihelp.html.

83 Conversation with a European naval expert based in Thailand, Bangkok, 24 March 2023.

84 Carpenter, and Wiencek, above fn. 79, p. 302.

8 Bishop, and Chant, above fn. 81; Stephe Saunders(ed.), Jane’s Fighting Ships 2008-2009: Jane's Fighting Ships
(111ted.),Surrey: Jane's Information Group, 2008,p. 78;Eric Wertheim (ed.), The Naval Institute Guide to Combat
Fleets of the World: Their Ships, Aircraft, and Systems (15th ed.), Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press 2007, p. 772.
8 World Directory of Modern Military Warships, “Royal Thai Navy (2023),"https://www.wdmmw.org/royal-thai-navy-

thailand.php.
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Currently lacking an undersea force, the country has ordered up to three Type S26T fleet
submarines from China that were to be delivered from 2023.8” However, the order was based on
the condition that German-made MTU396 engines would be fitted into the platforms. Germany
has barred MTU engines from being used in Chinese military vehicles. The RTN categorically
requires the German MTU engines as the navy has been using its technologies for a long time.
The engines are regarded particularly safe and reliable in comparison to other options.#Despite
offers for using Chinese engines as a replacement, Thailand insists on getting the MTU engine
installed.®

Assessment

Saperstein argues that, in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis, the Thai Navy “moved away
from pursuing a blue-water navy towards something more comprehensive in its strategic
thought.®°

In 2009, Commander-in-Chief Admiral KhamthornPumbhiran confirmed this shift, stating in the
RTN's mission statement that the navy would focus on,

maritime security threats that have changed from dealing primarily with international conflicts to the more
complex circumstantial environments, which are politically, economically, and socially interrelated. These
threats—maritime terrorism, transnational crimes, piracy, drug trafficking, illegal immigration, human
trafficking, illegal labour, and natural and environmental disasters—adversely affect national security.”'

This shift was noticed, as well, by journalist Kavi Chongkittavorn, writing that,

after decades of ambivalence and recalcitrance, Thailand has now embarked on a whole new security
scheme—maritime security cooperation—that would allow the country to provide full surveillance and
protection of its territorial waters as well as ensuring the safety of nearby international sea lanes for
communications.®?

Bradford and Herrmann have pointed out that

Thailand’s maritime strategy must be understood from the context of its unique history and sometimes-
misunderstood strategic culture. In accordance with the National Resilience concept of the Thai
government and the Regional Resilience concept of ASEAN, the RTN is clearly concentrated on fostering
national development by protecting Thailand from the full range of security threats and supporting
economic activities.*®

87 |bid.

8 “Subs need trusted parts,"Bangkok Post, 12 August 2022, https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/
2366961/subs-need-trusted-parts.

8 “Navy insists on German engines as stated in submarine contract with China,” The Nation, 25 July 2023,
https://www.nationthailand.com/in-focus/40012997.

% Hadrien T. Saperstein, “The Royal Thai Navy’s Maritime and Naval Strategic Thought in the Post-Global Financial
Crisis Period,” Strife Journal, Issue 13 (Summer 2020), pp. 15-38, at 15.

1 Wilfried A. Herrmann, “The Royal Thai Navy at the Beginning of the Second Decade of the Twenty-first Century,”
in: Geoffrey Till and Jane Chan (eds.), Naval Modernisation in Southeast-Asia: Nature, Causes, and Consequences,
Oxford: Routledge, 2014, p. 147.

92 Kavi Chongkittavorn, “Thailand Embarks on Maritime Security Cooperation,” The Nation, 6 October 2008.

%3 Bradford and Herrmann, above fn. 76, p. 42.
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Thailand maintains the strategic thinking of a predominantly continental state. The Royal Thai
Armed Forces (RTARF) and its three services, the Royal Thai Army (RTA), Royal Thai Navy
(RTN)*# and Royal Thai Air Force (RTAF), are responsible for external security, while also
performing a wide range of domestic functions, including international security, development
assistance and the completion of projects assigned by the King. Of these, the RTA receives
most funding and is the politically dominant force. The service most directly linked to
Thailand's frequent coups is also the RTA.%

Thailand has not published a national maritime, let alone naval strategy. As a result, “any
research conducted on Thailand's naval history or contemporary maritime policies is arduous
considering its dense yet under-explored past and infamous lack of governmental
transparency.”® This problem is furthered by the fact that the Thai government has no
declassification process.?’

As far as we can tell, the RTN's 2015 Network Centric Warfare (NCW) Master Plan shows the
RTN’s efforts to move beyond traditional security threats and blue water ambitions to
something much more comprehensive. More importantly, around the time of the financial crisis,
the navy formulated its Maritime Domain or Situation Awareness (MS/SA). This was in
partnership with an organization called the Thai Maritime Law Enforcement
Coordinating/Command Center.”® This organization prioritizes the constabulary role over the
military role.*

During 2018-2019, some Thai maritime authorities' command and control structure was also
reorganized to specifically focus capacity on combating IUU fishing, illegal migration and
maritime slavery. The Thai Maritime Enforcement Coordination Unit was established in 1997 to
support coordination activities between the RTN and other maritime agencies, but its authority

% See Herrmann, above fn. 91; Chris Baker, “Ayutthaya Rising: From the Sea or Land?,” Journal of Southeast Asian
Studies 34, No. 1 (2003), pp. 41-62.

% Bradford and Herrmann, above fn. 76, p. 29; see Gregory Raymond, “Naval Modernization in Southeast Asia:
Under the Shadow of Army Dominance?” Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 39, No. 1 (2017), pp. 149-177, at 150-
151, 160-161.

% Saperstein, above fn. 90, p. 16.

%7 Along with the naval strategy document briefly mentioned beforehand, there is the classified entry of the RTN's
Naval Strategy of 2017-2036. Given that the Royal Thai Government does not have a declassification process, the
classified status prevents intrigued readers from knowing any specifics. Internal academic commentaries from
central figures in the naval organization on the conceptualizations of the RTN’s naval strategy may nonetheless fill
some of the larger gaps. Hadrien T. Saperstein, above fn. 90, p. 20.

% The Thai-Maritime Law Enforcement Coordinating Center (Thai-MECC) was originally approved by the Thai
National Security Council in 1997 and established in 2006 to increase coherence in maritime law enforcement
between “six maritime entities” in the Royal Thai Government: Fisheries Department, Marine Department, Custom
Department, Marine Police, Maritime and Coastal Environment Department, and RTN. The Thai-MECC organization
is supported by relevant partners possessing a maritime role or responsibility: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry
of Labour and Social Welfare, Tourism Authority of Thailand, Office of the Narcotics Control Board, Immigration
Bureau Thailand, Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation, Excise department, Pollution
Control Department, Fine Arts Department, and the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation. The Thai-
MECC’s headquarters is in Bangkok, and its political authority is reflective of the three Naval Area Commands of
the RTN. Saperstein, above fn. 90, p. 24.

%9 Saperstein, above fn. 90, p. 24.
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was very limited.’ In 2019, the Thai MECC was placed directly under the Prime Minister's
Office, transforming it from a coordination center to a command center.'”' The empowered Thai
MECC has been tasked with providing tighter and more efficient maritime security management
by taking tactical control of maritime assets. Thai MECC officers have been given powers of
search, arrest, investigation and prosecution.%

Bradford and Herrmann have pointed out that “the RTN's solid focus on the IUU fishing
problem'% has distracted its attention away from threats.”04

Where it has developed higher-end naval warfare and blue water capabilities, these have not
been in response to a specific threat, but as a result of opportunities to take advantage of
economic conditions to play a leading role in addressing shared regional maritime priorities.'%

Thailand's maritime strategy recognizes the reality that maintaining the operational flexibility
required maintaining maximum readiness requires the RTN to maintain an order of battle
appropriate to the challenges associated with this geographical feature.’ The RTN does
include anti-submarine warfare as part of Maritime Domain or Situation Awareness (MD/SA).
However, it does not include the high-end warfighting dimension. This means that in the coming
years, the newly acquired submarines will most likely play a policing role.’?

The 2015 Thai National Maritime Security Plan for 2015-2021 made the enhancement of
maritime governance over waters for which Thailand has responsibility and authority the
primary responsibility of the navy and called for closer interagency cooperation between Thai
government services in order to increase operational efficiency.'%

A 2016 research report on maritime security to the Thai National Assembly concluded that the
RTN was no longer able to secure its five maritime interests: sovereignty, security, prosperity,
sustainability, and honor. It recommended a more flexible approach to maritime strategy and a
more responsive posture to real-world circumstances. Subsequent national policy documents,
including the 20-Year National Strategy 2018-2037'%° and the National Security Policy and Plan

100 Scott Edwards, “From Coordination to Command: Making Thailand’s Maritime Security Governance More
Efficient?” Safe Seas, 22 October 2019, http://www.safeseas.net/.

101 ApiradeeTreerutkuarkul, “From IUU Black Spot to Clean Fishing Hub,” Bangkok Post5 October 2019,
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/special-reports/1765529/from-iuu-black-spot-to-clean-fishing-hub.

102 “Thailand Maritime Enforcement Coordinating Center (THAI-MECC),” presentation, 10th ASEAN Regional Forum
Intersessional  meeting on  Maritime  Security, Brisbane, 27-28 March 2018, slide 13,
https://aseanregionalforum.asean.org/.

103 |n 2015, the European Union threatened to ban Thai seafood by issuing a “yellow card” for Thailand's lack of
progress in combating IUU fishing and human trafficking. Thus, Thailand was force speeding up countermeasures
in these areas. See “From IUU Black Spot to Clean Fishing Hub,” above fn. 101.

104 Bradford and Herrmann, above fn. 76, p. 42.

195 |bid., p. 30.

196 |bid., p. 32.

197 Saperstein, above fn. 90, p. 23.

198 Ken Booth, Navies and Foreign Policy, New York: Routledge, 1977, p. 19.

199 “Kingdom of Thailand, National Strategy 2018-2037," Bangkok, n.d., https://www.sme.go.th/upload/mod
download/download-20201012111719.pdf.
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2019-2022,"'° point to the same emerging grey-zone security challenges. In practice, however,
the policies and strategic thinking endorsed in these plans essentially preserve the army-
dominated status quo.' The RTN is thus prevented from developing a robust sea power
capability due to the dominance of the “core continental tendencies”, evident in Thailand’s
army-formulated national strategy and policy documents.'"2

Assessment
Main naval threats

Members of a major Thai government security agency described general security threats, as the
preservation of Thai sovereignty and the protection of Thai sea borders. Apart from that,
Thailand has no problems with its neighbors. There were, of course, maritime threats such as
pirates and illegal fishery.'?

A Thailand-based European Security expert provided the following assessment of the Thai
Navy's threat perception: The Thai Navy has basically always been defined as a constabulary
force. First, it was seen as a transport means for the army and now it is heading the Marine
Department as well. The Thais had no threat perception. They would look down at most
neighbors, and procurement was mainly about pride. Like, why do the Singaporeans have
submarines and we not, even if Thailand does not need them—how will you defend a drilling
station with a submarine? They do have a certain respect for the Vietnamese (as excellent
fighters) out of there Vietnam experience. Out of that experience emerges as well, a deep-
rooted distrust of the Americans as they let everybody down. He had conducted research in US
archives about Vietnam and the 40,000 Thai soldiers are hardly mentioned (as all other
allies).”

Cooperation

Whatever distrust the Thai government may have towards the Americans—following 9/11
Thailand has joint US-led counterterrorism efforts following and was attributed with the title
“Major Non-NATO Ally."13

While there seems to be no perception of hard threats, there is an increasing awareness of non-
traditional threats that need to be addressed by partnering with neighboring countries. With the
inclusion of maritime security under the APSC npillar, Thailand’s maritime strategy has

0 Office of the National Security Council, Office of the Prime Minister, “National Security Policy and Plan”,
Bangkok n.d., https://www.nsc.go.th/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/The-National-Security-Policy-and-Plan2019-
%E2%80%93-2022.pdf.

1 Michael Montesano, “National security and ‘immunising’ Thais to political conflict,” New Mandala, 4 December
2019, https://www.newmandala.org/national-security-and-immunising-thais-to-political-conflict/.

"2 Hadrien Saperstein, “Modernising the Royal Thai Navy,"East Asia Forum, 17 October 2020,
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/10/17/modernising-the-royal-thai-navy/.

13 Conversation with members of a major Thai government security agency, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

14 Conversation with a European naval expert based in Thailand, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

115 Mark David Chong and Surin Maisrikrod, “Charting Thailand's Maritime Security Policies from 1932 to 2012: A
Liberal International Relations Perspective,” in: N. Tarling and X. Cheng (eds.), Maritime Security in East and
Southeast Asia, Singapore: Palgrave, 2017, pp.145-205, at 195-196.
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increasingly supported regional maritime security cooperation. In 2004, Thailand was a
founding member of the Japanese-initiated Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating
Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP)."'® In 2008, it became the fourth
partner in the Malacca Strait Patrols (MSP) anti-piracy initiative. The RTAF joined MSP's Eyes in
Sky patrols a year later.'”

Thai government security sources report that Thailand has many naval partners such as the US
and European Navies, for example the UK. The main partners are, however, those of ASEAN
countries. There is, however, a difference between those countries that are more land based
and those who are coastal states. No particular partner was singled out; and no problematic
one was named."®

A Bangkok-based European Security expert seconded that there are no main allies in the eyes of
the Thai security services, but that there was indeed cooperation on constabulary issues.
Nevertheless, Singapore was seen as more of a (reliable) partner, than Malaysia, because of
historical reasons.™®

Taiwan

Thailand has been able to resolve most major maritime sovereignty disputes with Malaysia,
Myanmar, and Vietnam.'?® Therefore, it has little interest in engaging in conflicts that do not fall
into its area of interest. It certainly does not wish to be part of a major struggle in Taiwan. There
are, however, at least, two factor that might influence Thai actions.

First, the above-mentioned cooperation with the Americans—albeit an element of distrust—and
second, the increased cooperation of members of the Thai armed forces with the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA). The Sino-Thai comprehensive strategic partnership has endured in the
post-2014 coup environment. Although the purchase of Chinese military equipment captures
the headlines and the imagination of media pundits, the increasing number of Thai officers
studying in China is a far more telling sign.’?" Having achieved the right political or strategic
positions, the returning students will eventually bring new strategic and doctrinal concepts to
the Royal Thai Armed Forces.The concept of maritime hybrid warfare, attributed to China since
April 2012, is likely to be one of them.?2

But what would actually happen, if China invades Taiwan and the US retaliates?

16 Jessica Romero, “Prevention of Maritime Terrorism: The Container Security Initiative,” Chicago Journal of
International Law, Vol. 4, No. 2 (2003), pp. 597-605, at 600; Joshua Ho, “Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery in
Asia: The ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre,” Marine Policy, Vol.33, No. 2 (2009), pp. 432-434.

17 Wilfried A. Herrmann, “Thailand’s Maritime Challenges and Priorities,” in: J. Ho and S. Bateman (eds.), Maritime
Challenges and Priorities in Asia: Implications for Regional Security, Oxford: Routledge, 2012, p. 146.

118 Conversation with members of a major Thai government security agency, Bangkok, 23 April 2023.

% Conversation with a European naval expert based in Thailand, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

120 Bradford & Herrmann, above fn. 76, p. 35. See May Tan-Mullins, “Implications of Seabed Energy Resource
Development,” in: C. Schofield (ed.), Maritime Energy Resources in Asia: Energy and Geopolitics, NBR Special Report
35, Seattle, WA: National Bureau of Asian Research, December 2011.

121 |an Storey, “Thailand’s Military Relations with China: Moving from Strength to Strength,” ISEAS Yusof Ishak
Institute, No. 43 (2019), pp. 1-11.

122 Saperstein, above fn. 90, 29.
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As far as Thai government security services are concerned, they foresee that Thailand would
seek to find an ASEAN answer and would try to choose to be neutral. As far as they know, there
is no wargaming for another contingency.'?

A European security expert in Bangkok pointed out that many Thais had Chinese ancestry (at
least to an extent). There were travels of Thais organized to China to their ancestral homes.
Therefore, there was a huge sympathy for China and Thailand would, therefore, probably not
engage in a war against China. Of course, it wants to be on the winning side but mainly stay out.
There was no contingency planning.'?

While the China ancestry might be of a certain importance, it remains to be seen if this would all
lead to a pro PRC leaning in case of war. One local academic confronted with this view, pointed
to the fact that Taiwan was very engaged as well in parts of Thailand and that the KMT still had
active followers in the north of Thailand.'?®

India

As Thai threat perceptions are rather low, it does not surprise that an increased Indian
engagement is rather discouraged. Members of a major Thai security agency described India as
a welcome partner in the Andaman Sea but noted that there was no role discussed for the Gulf
of Thailand (or beyond). Whether this might change if the US would be out and China would be
more proactive remained to be seen.’?

A European observer noted that India was seen with greatest concern:

“South Asians and Southeast Asians do not get along with each other.” There was illegal migration of
Indians to Thailand and Thais regard this as a potential danger. The Vanuatu case, where the Indian navy
was sailing out to help the Indian minority, had alarmed many nations. Therefore, there was no
preparedness for a bigger Indian role.'?

Europe

As for future European assistance in security matters, there is an apparent interest on the part
of Thailand. Europe and Germany could and should play a bigger role in training and capacity
building.’?® This is an encouraging sign, as Europe and Germany in particular have just started
to put a stronger focus on the area, i.e. Chancellor Scholz's Munich speech in February 2023,
the new German Indo-Pacific Strategy, Indo-Pacific Conferences at the Fiihrungsakademie der
Bundeswehr (FUAG) [German Staff College] in 2022, 2023 and 2024, and the German naval

123 Conversation with members of a major Thai government security agency, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.
124 Conversation with a European naval expert based in Thailand, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

125 Conversation with Thai academics, Bangkok, 25 March 2023.

126 Conversation with members of a major Thai government security agency, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.
127 Conversation with a European naval expert based in Thailand, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

128 Conversation with members of a major Thai government security agency, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.
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deployments to the Indo-Pacific in 2021/22 (FGS Bayern)'? and 2024 (FGS Baden-Wiirttemberg
and combat supply ship FGS Frankfurt am Main) visit to Asia.’®

A former German diplomat to SEA, however, cautioned, that there was still a long way to go,
since Germany has not been very successful in its cooperation endeavors in the past. An
example was the RTN flagship. Why did Germany not build that ship? “Because we are stupid
and we have no emperor anymore. As Germans were asked, if they could provide a stealth ship,
they said no, instead of claiming: ‘yes' and coming up with a later solution. So, the Spanish did
it, with the help of the good relations the king had with his Thai counterpart.

In addition, Germany lost credibility during the submarine affair. The idea of a Chinese hull,
German engine and Korean technology was great and now Germany has annoyed Thailand. Still,
Germany has a great reputation for technology, efficiency and knowledge. This reputation is still
an asset.”?’

Indonesia

In the midst of great power rivalries, particularly between China and the US, Indonesia's
strategic geopolitical location at the convergence of the Indian and Pacific Oceans has placed it
at the forefront of the competition for influence. Indonesia's key role as a middle power is also
important for its contribution to solving global challenges. Indonesia’s 2025 Defense White
Paper regulates that “the execution of Indonesia’s national defense is intended to maintain and
protectthe country’s sovereignty, territorial integrity and safety of the nation. The national
defense is managed in a total defense system, which is non-aggressive and expansive to
protect national interests. To solve problems related to and affecting the national defense,
Indonesia must prioritize diplomacy supported by modern military force.”'%2

Navy

The Indonesian Navy (Indonesian: Tentara Nasional Indonesia Angkatan Laut, literally
“Indonesian National Military-Naval Force”, TNI-AL) is the naval arm of the Indonesian armed
forces. It was established on September 10, 1945, and is tasked with patrolling Indonesia’s long
coastline, enforcing and patrolling Indonesia's territorial waters and exclusive economic zone
(EEZ), protecting Indonesia's maritime strategic interests, protecting the islands surrounding
Indonesia, and repelling threats from the sea. It is the largest navy in Southeast Asia.

129 Goran Swistek, “Naval Diplomacy in Action: The 2021-2022 Indo-Pacific, Deployment of the German Navy Frigate

‘Bayern’,” Institute for Security Policy at Kiel University (ISPK), 2022,
https://www.kielseapowerseries.com/files/ispk/content/Fleet%20tracking/Fleet%20Tracker%202022/Bayern%20R
eport.pdf.

130 Bundeswehr, “Indo-Pacific Deployment 2024,"https://www.bundeswehr.de/en/organization/navy/news/indo-
pacific-deployment-2024.

131 Conversation with a former German diplomat, Bangkok, 23 March 2023.

132 Defense Ministry of the Republic of Indonesia, “Defense White Paper 2015, 1-2,” https://www.kemhan.go.id/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/2015-INDONESIA-DEFENCE-WHITE-PAPER-ENGLISH-VERSION. pdf.
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According to Article 9 of Law No0.34/2004 on the National Armed Forces the navy has to
perform military duties in national defense; enforce the law and secure the order in the sea area
of national jurisdiction in accordance with national laws and ratified international laws; perform
diplomatic duties in support of foreign policy set by the government; engage other duties
relevant for the maintenance and development of naval power and to support civilian
empowerment in sea defense areas.’®
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Source: Own representation based on: World Directory of Modern Military Warships, Indonesian Navy (2024),
https://www.wdmmw.org/indonesian-navy.php

The Indonesian Navy currently consists of four submarines, seven frigates, twenty-five
corvettes, nine mine warfare vessels, 168 Offshore Patrol Vessels, and thirty amphibious
assault vessels.’* The Indonesian Navy is considered the sixth largest navy in the world.

Thirteen ships are currently on order following a modernization program initiated under the
presidency of Joko Widodo.?®

3 Undang-Undang Nomor 34 Tahun 2004, 9, [Article 9 of Law No.34/2004 on the National Armed Forces],
https://web.archive.org/web/20191101072754/http://www.dpr.go.id/dokblog/dokumen/F_20150616_4760.PDF.
1% World Directory of Modern Military Warships, “Indonesian Navy (2024),"https://www.wdmmw.org/indonesian-
navy.php.

135 Institute for Defense and Government Advancement, “Indonesian Navy Modernization: Ongoing Acquisition
Programmes,” https://eco-cdn.igpc.com/gfiles/_L3V72indonesian_navy_modernisation_2017-cp-web1.pdf
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https://irp.fas.org/world/indonesia/alri.htm

Assessment
Main naval threats

The Indonesian Coast Guard is mainly concerned with constabulary security threats. In
Indonesia, there is a strict distinction between Maritime Security (Coast Guard) and defense
(Navy). As a result, the coast guard is not involved in strategic contingency planning'® This
might constitute a problem when it comes to an all-agency approach to global or regional naval
threats.

Indonesia fears being caught in the crossfire between superpowers. A political scientist called
this a “collateral conflict” in which Indonesia would be the collateral actor in a conflict that
wasn't of its choice.’’

Another university scientist from a university in Jakarta told me that the country could be victim
of spill-over effects. While the official ASEAN Answer: “We are not part of the conflict” was
echoed by Indonesia which stated that it was a non-claimant country with regard to the South
China Sea, it would not recognize the 9-dash line. As a result, it might become engaged with
China. He uttered that the navy wanted regulation of military activities in Indonesian waters.
The official argument was the protection of natural resources. This was a very dangerous
approach. “As a result, we will have troubles with our partners China, Australia and the US". The
only solution, in his view, was the pursuit of communication with all partners.’%

136 Interview with senior officer of the Indonesian Coast Guard, Jakarta, 27 February 2024.
137 Interview with a political scientist and naval expert, Jakarta, 28 February 2024.
138 Interview with a naval law expert, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.
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Researchers of a main security think-tank in Jakarta told me that there existed no clear
definition of what constitutes a threat within Indonesian security circles. In general, any kind of
foreign intervention, great power rivalry or any kind of naval warfare that would drag Indonesia
into it were considered. As one think-tanker put it: “We are not interested in war, but the war
would be interested in us!" In his view, AUKUS poses such a threat, as Australian Atomic
submarines in Indonesian waters might attract attention from China.

This naval competition or power rivalry might in a post Taiwan scenario mean that access area
denial with submarines and blocking might result in Indonesia being caught in crossfire.
Chinese surveillance ships infringement in Indonesian waters would already take place.

The problem was that Indonesia’s big islands defense concept, stemming from Sukarno times
is still pursued by the ministry but wouldn't work as world changed, i.e. cyber etc.

Another problem was that the defense budget only reached 70%. Out of this, most money was
spent on the army and not the navy.'%

Notwithstanding any squabbles in defense planning in the ministry, the navy is indeed
expanding its vision away from the big islands’ defense scheme. A high-ranking naval source
told me that the Indonesian navy regards the maintenance of Global connectivity and supply
chains as very important. The non-disruption of the global supply chain was in Indonesia’s
national interest.

Six of the global maritime choke points were in Indonesian waters. Indonesia had to secure the
stability of access to Indonesian waters (innocent passage). In order to prevent acts against the
law and sovereignty, there was a need to cooperate with other countries. And there was a need
for sophisticated surveillance systems.

The Malacca straits and the South-China Sea are part of global competition and increased
US/Chinese military deployment was worrying.

Indonesian Waters, which stretch about 30 miles between Java and Borneo, cover a huge area.
Already within, they were very difficult to control and defend. The Indonesian navy doesn't have
the equipment needed. There were threats on the surface, subsurface and below surface.
Indonesia had ten neighbors and sea borders, which were not all are agreed upon.

The main problem for the navy was that there was no (unified) definition of what maritime
security in Indonesia is. While the USA was outward looking, Indonesia was inward looking. The
government is not interested in defense outside (i.e., south or out of territorial waters).
However, the Navy is aware of outside threats and tries to adjust.

Their aim was to build up “minimum essential forces.” Ideally, this would mean that by 2026
there would be six submarines.

139 Interview with experts from a naval think-tank, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.
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While there was disunity in ASEAN (Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos), surveillance must be a priority!
Acts against the law and sovereignty must be countered by all countries.’

Cooperation

As with the other ASEAN navies engaged in the Malacca Strait Patrol, a source from the
Indonesian Coast Guard told me that they were cooperating well with all partners concerned.
Everyone is important. There was no prioritization. The partnership in Malacca Strait worked
well. | was given the example of an Iraqi ship that was pursued in the Indonesian EEZ and that
entered the Malaysian EEZ. The Indonesian Coast Guard contacted the Malaysian Coast Guard,
who came with a helicopter sending an entering party. Later, an Indonesian ship, in the
Malaysian EEZ, followed, took over ship and escorted it to Indonesian harbor. The standard
procedure is to contact the partner coast guard first. The biggest problem was the lack of single
command. In 2014, a new center was formed in order to unify, but there were still problems of
command within Indonesian security services.™

A university lecturer measured the importance of partners in terms of quality of cooperation as
follows: No. 1 USA; No. 2 Australia, No. 3 Singapore. With China, there was no meaningful
cooperation and no exercises. He concluded: “We just need their money!“4?

Another university contact agreed, saying that the US Navy was by far the most important
security partner. In terms of economy closeness with China he added that “we are not yet
dragged into Chinese investment, but there is more and more Investment from China” which
might prove dangerous in the future. Japanese investment could be an alternative, but they
can't subsidize China’s investment. Singapore was in fact the no. 1 investor, but it is suspected
that that money comes from China. The most important regional cooperation partners were
Singapore, Malaysia and for about 10 years Japan.'*3

The think-tankers agree that the US Navy and not China was the most important naval
cooperation partner. For regional cooperation ASEAN was important. Here Singapore and
Malaysia could be singled out for naval cooperation, while the Philippines and Vietnam were
mainly important with regard to coast guard cooperation. This was all about maritime law
enforcement, not beyond that.

However, there were obstacles. Deep suspicions persisted for historical reasons against
Singapore. Most similarities existed with Malaysia, but here again, the past stood in the way.

Other partners included Korea, Japan, Australia, the EU and India. With these countries,
Indonesia had expectations in furthering Maritime Domain Awareness and maritime law
enforcement, but it wouldn’t go into naval business.#*

140 Interview with a high-ranking officer of the Indonesian Navy, Surabaya, 7 March 2024.
41 Interview with senior officer of the Indonesian Coast Guard, Jakarta, 27 February 2024.
142 Interview with a political scientist and naval expert, Jakarta, 28 February 2024.

143 Interview with a naval law expert, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.

144 Interview with experts from a naval think-tank, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.
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A source from the Navy informed me that Indonesia’s foreign policy was “free and active, so it
is not bound to any one country. Implementation of international cooperation (was done) by
prioritizing national interests. Therefore, the maritime security cooperation with neighboring
countries [..] for law enforcement and diplomacy efforts” was a top priority. Cooperation would
take the form of “navy-to-navy meetings, coordinated patrols, joint exercises (both combatant
and non-combatant), port visits, student (staff) exchanges, intelligence sharing and seminar
forums (conferences).”

The US remained, however, the most important naval cooperation partner. Regionally, he
prioritized ASEAN (here especially Singapore/Malaysia), Australia, Japan, South Korea, and, to
an extent, China. Australia was the most complicated partner as it “provokes with AUKUS
concept, i.e., Australian nuclear submarines—if they went north—will pass through Indonesian
waters."14°

Taiwan/South China Sea

The Indonesian Coast Guard (and navy) are worried about impacts of South China Sea/Taiwan,
but there is no war gaming, because there is a lack of political will. “We follow orders!” | was
advised to talk to politicians and not only to the Navy/Coast Guard.'4¢

A political scientist told me that Indonesia would envisage scenarios. Discussions on
possibilities do take place. The latest naval exercise delt with questions of control over certain
maritime areas, but there was no wargaming. The Taiwan question was mainly a matter of how
to deal with non-combatant nationals i.e. many Indonesians who live in Taiwan and must be
evacuated. He said, “We should talk with Philippines on this issue. There are no exercises for
this contingency.”¥’

A second scientific source sensed that the most likely Indonesian response to a PR China
invasion would be to confirm its neutrality and urge partners to restrain. There were no
preparations or contingency planning. In his observation, the navy “does not expect it to
happen”. But he uttered, “I may be wrong”. He guessed that the President would lean towards
the US: “We may lean towards US. If China is starting a war Indonesia might have a negative
image of China.”48

The question of how to evacuate Indonesian nationals from Taiwan was mentioned as top
priority as well, in the interviews with think-tankers. There were only three Indonesian foreign
office diplomats in Taipei, and these were mostly seconded from the trade ministry. There are
“some discussions” with the Air Force, as well as to how to approach the Philippines to deal
jointly with this matter. The Armed Forces perceive the Taiwan threat as bigger than the South
China Sea.™

145 Interview with a high-ranking officer of the Indonesian Navy, Surabaya, 7 March 2024.
146 Interview with senior officer of the Indonesian Coast Guard, Jakarta, 27 February 2024.
47 Interview with a political scientist and naval expert, Jakarta, 28 February 2024.

148 Interview with a naval law expert, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.

149 Interview with experts from a naval think-tank, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.
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The discussion with a top Navy source revealed that contingency planning within the Navy is far
more advanced than scientists and think-tankers are aware of. | was told that in the event of an
US/China confrontation over Taiwan, “We (Indonesia) will cooperate with the US.” The reason
had all to do with Indonesia’s “historical experience posture” toward the US, which is seen as
reliable partner. Communication with US and China was different, and there was more trust in
US (at least in the armed services).

While this was not widely published, “wargaming takes place (blue against red) for war in South
China Sea.” So far, the results are not encouraging: “Indonesia is not ready! Therefore, ASEAN

should solve the problem, before it deteriorates!” My source was, “pessimistic, but | push for
it!"150

India

The Indonesian Coast Guard reports good cooperation with Indian Coast Guard. More
cooperation could only be decided by politicians.’’

A political scientist talked about regular naval exercises and joint control of northern entrance
of the Malacca Strait. There was an active exchange of officers and education training.
However, he cautioned, that statistics suggest that there is less interest on the Indonesian side.
More joint training was needed to develop this cooperation.’2

A scientist dealing with naval issues rated the cooperation prospects with India “quite good”.
The ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific has India as a target country. The Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA) might therefore develop in a forum for cooperation of navies. This was all
depending on policies of the next Indonesian President, Prabowo Subianto. “If we look at India
vs. Australia—both are competitors, i.e. seeking Indonesian cooperation”. India could be a more
important partner in the Indian Ocean. “l would expect more engagement from India.”"%

The think-tankers sense that Indian help in capacity building would be most welcome, but “India
appears not that interested. There are port visits (but) we doubt that they are really interested,
and they are impatient! Unlike Japan which is ready to give developments time”.%

It is interesting to note that there is a disagreement on India’s will to engage between my
interlocutor on who is responsible for this. Is it India’s disinterest, impatience, or is it
Indonesian reluctance?

The naval source sensed that there was more room for cooperation. Nevertheless, the Navy had
long standing experience in cooperation with its Indian counterparts. His son was for example
training/studying in India. However, the significance and challenge to China should be more

190 Interview with a high-ranking officer of the Indonesian Navy, Surabaya, 7 March 2024.
157 Interview with senior officer of the Indonesian Coast Guard, Jakarta, 27 February 2024.
152 Interview with a political scientist and naval expert, Jakarta, 28 February 2024.

193 Interview with a naval law expert, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.

15 Interview with experts from a naval think-tank, Jakarta, 29 February 2014.
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economical than naval. In any case, cooperation with India was “a little easier than (with)
China.”%

Europe

The Coast Guard reported that Indonesia had just received visits from France. Most cooperation
with Europe was bilateral. There was a need for technical support (for example, radar) and
training. This would be very welcome. Germany, for example, could support the new central
surveillance center.'¢

There was no united EU approach towards Indonesia, said a political scientist. There was a
need for maritime capacity building and the training of personnel. He cautioned that Europeans
“must give up colonial behavior, i.e. lecturing others.”1%’

And a maritime law scientist demanded: “Try to engage us more! The EU has abandoned Asia
for a long time, especially when we try to buy military equipment. Engagement means real
commitment and interest.” The military would hold bilateral workshops with European armed
forces. There was officer exchange. But generally, more commitment was needed on the
European side.™8

A report from JOINT that was assembled with the help of researchers from Jakarta, argues that

[tlhe EU is geographically distant and a relative newcomer to the strategic terrain in (the
Indo-Pacific), yet it cannot afford to ignore them given their crucial economic and
geopolitical importance. While the EU’s ability to reduce the constraints on its freedom
of maneuver is limited, the Union should nonetheless gradually nurture its strategic
autonomy by carving out a delineated hard security role in the South China Sea while
maintaining a degree of distance from the US approach towards China and the Indo-
Pacific.”1%

Security experts from a leading Jakarta think-tank emphasized that there was a need for
European support for Maritime Domain Awareness and Naval Capacity building. Indonesia is
not happy with the lack of European support. The same goes for EU supplies and defense
purchases. The Indonesian armed forces needed a diversification of equipment. Here, Europe
could make an important contribution. The German Frigate visit was rather seen with suspicion,
as it created tension (with China). What was really expected was that Germany and others
would help with capacity building and education on and experience with the law of the sea.’®

155 Interview with a high-ranking officer of the Indonesian Navy, Surabaya, 7 March 2024.

1%6 Interview with senior officer of the Indonesian Coast Guard, Jakarta, 27 February 2024.

157 Interview with a political scientist and naval expert, Jakarta, 28 February 2024.

%8 Interview with a naval law expert, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.

159 Zachary Paikin, Gilang Kembara, Andrew Mantong, and Steven Blockman, “The South China Sea and Indo-Pacific
in an Era of ‘Multipolar’ Competition: A More Targeted EU Response?,"JOINT Research Papers, No.14, February
2023, 2, https://www.jointproject.eu/2023/02/03/the-south-china-sea-and-indo-pacific-in-an-era-of-multipolar-
competition-a-more-targeted-eu-response/.

160 Interview with experts from a naval think-tank, Jakarta, 29 February 2024.
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The Indonesian navy is mainly interested in European weaponry and equipment, the transfer of
technology and the exchange of naval personnel. The main partners here are France, Italy,
Germany, and the UK.1®1

Prabowo Subianto’s presidency - a game changer?

How much does Indonesia’s strategic approach change with the election of President Prabowo
Subianto? As the interviews conducted for this research were done at the time of the
Indonesian elections, nobody could foresee whether there would be any significant change.
Subianto had actually won the election with an explicit promise, that he would continue the
policies of his predecessor Jokowi.

Under Jokowi, Indonesia always stood firm against unilateral claims made by China in the South
China Sea.’? This stance came into question following Subianto’s visit to Beijing in November
2024. There he agreed to a joint statement with China “on Advancing the Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership,” that included a “common understanding on joint development in areas
of overlapping claims.”'® This was widely regarded as a tacit acceptance of Chinas claims in
the South-China Sea and as Indonesia’s withdrawal of its commitment to UNCLOS.

At the very last, Subianto was accused of falling into a “Chinese nine-dash-line-trap.”®* Two
days after the statement, the Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs clarified that the
cooperation should not be regarded as recognition of China’s unilateral claims in the South
China Sea.®

Whatever the background, Subianto’s actions unsettled Indonesia’s ASEAN neighbors and drew
criticism of the apparent inconsistency.’®® Since then, Indonesia has tried to navigate a thin line
between the strategic rivals China and the USA."%’ Prabowo’s main interest in Beijing has been
fostering Chinese financial engagement in Indonesia and not a change of Indonesia’s strategic
posture.’®® Nevertheless, Lina A. Alexandra of the Jakarta based CSIS think-tank warns that

187 Interview with a high-ranking officer of the Indonesian Navy, Surabaya, 7 March 2024.

162 Damos Dumoli Agusman, “Natuna Waters: Explaining a Flashpoint between Indonesia and China,” Indonesian
Journal of International Law Vol. 20, No. 4(2023), pp. 531-562, https://scholarhub.ui.ac.id/ijil/vol20/iss4/4.

163 The State Council, People’s Republic of China, “Joint Statement Between the People’s Republic of China and the
Republic of Indonesia on Advancing the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership and the China-Indonesia Community
with a Shared Future,” 9 November 2024, https://english.www.gov.cn/news/202411/10/content_ WS67301550c6d
0868f4e8ecca9.html.

164 Stanley Widianto, “Indonesia says it has no overlapping South China Sea claims with China, despite
deal,"Reuters, 11 November 2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-says-it-has-no-
overlapping-south-china-sea-claims-with-china-despite-2024-11-11/.

165 Aristyo Rizka Darmawan, “Has Indonesia fallen into China's nine-dash line trap?,”The Interpreter, 12 November
2024, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/has-indonesia-fallen-china-s-nine-dash-line-trap.

16 Alfin Febrian Basundoro, “Indonesia-China Agreement and Jakarta's Inconsistency on the South China Sea
Issue,"RSIS Commentary, No. 003, 10 January 2025, https://rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/rsis/indonesia-china-
agreement-and-jakartas-inconsistency-on-the-south-china-sea-
issue/?doing_wp_cron=1738150854.6913180351257324218750.

167 Karishma Vaswani, “Indonesia Needs to Walk a Fine Line in Trump's World,” Bloomberg,14 November 2024,
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2024-11-13/indonesia-needs-to-walk-a-fine-line-in-trump-s-world.

168 “Rl, Chinese companies to ink contracts valued over USD10 billion,” Antara, 10 November 2024,
https://en.antaranews.com/news/333505/ri-chinese-companies-to-ink-contracts-valued-over-usd10-billion.
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Indonesia should remain cautious about being drawn into strategic rivalries that could
undermine its free and active foreign policy. Therefore, Indonesia should strengthen its ties with
other ASEAN partners as well as with middle powers, as these countries were also navigating
their way through the current geopolitical tensions.'°

Philippines

The Philippines underwent a significant shift in its grand strategy by, first, realizing China's
growing military expansion as a clear danger to its national security as an archipelago state;
second, pursuing a policy of maintaining the status quo in the South China Sea; third, shifting its
military focus from internal to external defense; and, forth, enhancing its alliance with the
United States and other US-related countries.'”®

Navy

The Philippine Navy (PN) is responsible for naval warfare operations and maritime patrol
missions within Philippine Waters. In addition, it is tasked with the protection of the Philippines’
maritime interests, including the West Philippine Sea and Benham Rise. The PN is also
responsible for anti-piracy missions in the Sulu Sea. It deploys naval assets during humanitarian
assistance operations in the aftermath of disasters.
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The Navy consists of two frigates, one corvette, forty-two Offshore Patrol Vessels, fourteen
Amphibious Assault Vessels. One additional corvette is on order.’" Thus, the PN is rather small
given the vast area it is tasked to control. In light of frequent confrontations with Chinese naval
forces in the South China Sea—or, as the Philippines call it, the West-Philippine Sea—major
improvements are needed.

Assessment
Main naval threats

Main Philippine naval scientists regard Chinese PLA's surface ships and ballistic missiles as
the main naval threat. The seven PLA bases in the South China Sea and China's growing
shipbuilding capacity contribute to this. The experts notice a regional imbalance of naval
power. The PLN has surpassed the USN in the region. There is a (widening) gap. And what is
the Philippine response: “We don't even have a policy.” The US is proposed to fill the gap. But
the US is overcommitted, i.e., Ukraine, Gaza, South China Sea.”?

Experts from the Philippine Navy sense that the Government just shifted from internal to
external threat, away from the southern front (Mindoro). Marcos made the shift already in his
first speech as President. “Duterte had no interest; we were even ordered not to talk about
China.” A 15-Yearplan (Horizon) exists to make the necessary adjustments. “We start from
square one!” The expert regard China’s 2012 Scarborough build up as “Crimea (2014)
moment.”73

A Philippine political scientist echoed this view and named China’s maritime expansion and its
aim to control the first island chain as the main threat. This danger had already been
recognized under President Benigno Aquino during the Scarborough affair.’”# Under Duterte,
there had been a period of appeasement towards China. But at the end of his presidency, he
realized and (re)invited the US. So, the change started already under him. There is a new
strategy called “Archipelago,” giving priority for naval defense.’’

Cooperation

Naval scientists point out that despite its apparent overstretch, the USN remains the most
important partner. Australia is a very important regional naval partner; Japan is important as
well, but because of its constitutional constrains, is more focused on Coast Guard cooperation.
There is cooperation with Vietnam (Spratly islands); that cooperation is not new, but has lasted
for several years, and there is active interaction of the leaders. Indonesia has the most
important regional navy. Without it, there is no ASEAN naval posture. The Philippine-Indonesia

71 World Directory of Modern Military, “Warships, Philippine Navy (2024)," https://www.wdmmw.org/philippine-
navy.php.

72 Interview with leading Filipino naval scientists, Quezon City, 11 March 2024

173 Interview with naval analysts of the Philippine navy, Manila, 12 March 2024.

174 See Renato Cruz De Castro, “The Marcos Administration’s Foreign Policy towards the Great Powers: Seeking the
Elusive Balance in Dealing a Changing Indo-Pacific Region,” East Asian Policy, Vol. 15, No. 4 (2023), pp. 95-115,
https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/epdf/10.1142/S1793930523000314.

175 Interview with an International Relations expert, Manila, 12 March 2024.
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cooperation is mainly about procurement and defense logistics. There is limited interoperability
with Indonesia and Malaysia. For logistics, South Korea, India, and Indonesia are the most
important collaborators. There is a new Philippines/Japan/Vietnam cooperation initiative. Facts
were published on Japan-Philippine’’® and US-Philippines defense cooperation.’”” These are not
secret but aimed at signaling joint preparedness to third parties, i.e., to China.'’8

The Philippine Navy regards the United States as the most important security partner. Generally,
“Our Motto (is): Friends to all, Foe to nobody!” The most advanced cooperation exists with
Australia. It is the only country (apart from the US) with which the Philippines has a Visiting
Forces Agreement.’”?

There had been a meeting on a possible trilateral mechanism between Philippines, Japan and
India which would include security cooperation in various fields.®

Japan has constitutional constraints and uses its Coast Guard as a fig leaf to cooperate.

In my interviews with the navy, ASEAN was not mentioned, and | asked for the reason. The
answer was that ASEAN was only dealing with non-traditional threats. In addition, threat
perception of ASEAN countries differs. Some were likeminded in terms of world view and
values. Indonesia was helping a lot with its blue economy approach. Others were different. As
for Vietnam: “They also have the most artificial islands after China. We lost territory against
them in the 1980s.” “It's a need, not a want to cooperate!” This cooperation is rather maritime
cooperation than naval, but they start to do more in terms of joint exercises.'®

A Filipino international relations scholar agrees that the USA is by far the most important
partner. Australia is the second most important partner. There is a reciprocal access agreement
with Japan which provides military hardware, such as the BC 905 Aircraft. And India plays an
increasingly important role. There was no interest from ASEAN as an organization. Vietnam has
the problem of the land border with China and will therefore remain cautious. Coast Guard
cooperation takes place, but there will be no confrontation with China. There is arms
cooperation with Indonesia and there is the INDOMALPHI Malaysia-Indonesia-Philippines’
cooperation that includes regular patrols, coordination and intelligence sharing.'8?

76 For the Japan-Philippines Reciprocal Access Agreement,see Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/100694772.pdf.

77 See “The United States and the Republic of the Philippines Bilateral Defense
Guidelines,”https://media.defense.gov/2023/May/03/2003214357/-1/-1/0/THE-UNITED-STATES-AND-THE-
REPUBLIC-OF-THE-PHILIPPINES-BILATERAL-DEFENSE-GUIDELINES.PDF.

178 Interview with leading Filipino naval scientists, Quezon City, 11 March 2024.

79 For the Philippines—Australia Status of Visiting Forces Agreement, see http://legacy.senate.qgov.ph/15th_con
gress/treaties/agreement%20govt%20rp%20and%20govt%200f%20australia%20visiting%20forces.pdf.

180 Michaela del Callar and JP Soriano, “Philippines, India, Japan eye trilateral grouping,”GMA News Online, 1 March
2024, https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/topstories/nation/899187/philippines-india-japan-eye-trilateral-groupin
g/story/#goog_rewarded.

181 Interview with naval analysts of the Philippine navy, Manila, 12 March 2024.

182 Interview with an International Relations expert, Manila, 12 March 2024; see Gusty Da Costa, “Indonesia,
Malaysia, Philippines renew commitment to cooperation,” Indo-Pacific Defense Forum, July 25, 2023,
https://ipdefenseforum.com/2023/07/indonesia-malaysia-philippines-renew-commitment-to-cooperation/.
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Taiwan/South China Sea

Leading naval scientists told me that “We should rather talk about what we are doing to prevent
this. A few years ago, China invested in islands in the north of Philippines. We flagged those
sides! We moved a battalion to the north.” There were new anchoring sides for the US Navy built
there. “We are not attacking China, but we attack China's strategy.”

Prompted about the Taiwan scenario the answer was: “It depends on the form of the attack. The
elite perception is varied. The public perception is pro-American. This is variable.” “It all
depends on the form of the Chinese attack: It could be a blockade or a manipulation of the
election. They already have air control. If Taiwan declares independence, the Philippines
wouldn’t help.” To the Philippines, “Taiwan is our buffer state. If it were occupied, northern
Philippines would be in danger.” They compared this to Poland and Ukraine.

The decisive point for the defense of the Philippines was not the South China Sea, but the Bashi
Channel. “It's like the Malacca strait. "That’s why the Navy asks for asymmetric solutions to get
the PLN out. Rockets would be a cheap solution. Another important shipping channel was the
Sulu passage, especially the Mindoro-Balabac Strait. Here, a gatekeeper missile installation was
needed.

And is there any wargaming for the contingency? There are wargaming scenarios for Balabac
and beyond, and there exists a center for wargaming of the Navy. But my contacts cautioned,
“We don't do enough!” However, the most creative ideas would come from the Philippine
Marines. In general, only recently did the Philippines spend more attention to external
defense.'83

The Navy regards the defense of the northern frontier as the most important task in a Taiwan
scenario. Therefore, a new port is built, and redeployment takes place.

'"

“We would be involved!” There would be a human migration crisis. Planning takes place for this
contingency. The result of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan would be instability, as “Taiwan is only
an ingredient on the way of Chinese sea control.”8

An international relations scholar added that the Philippines will allow the United States to use
its bases in case of a war against China. One big task for the Philippine armed forces will be the
problem of evacuation of Philippine people from Taiwan.8

India

Philippine naval experts talk about a “tyranny of distance” that would prevent closer
cooperation with India. The Philippines would try to work on this with Vietnam, i.e., seminars
etc. with India in Vietnam. Economically, the Philippines are not dependent on China, unlike the
rest of ASEAN. India would be a good replacement country. The US can't address the economic

183 Interview with leading Filipino naval scientists, Quezon City, 11 March 2024.
184 Interview with naval analysts of the Philippine Navy, Manila, 12 March 2024.
185 Interview with an International Relations expert, Manila, 12 March 2024.
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issue, but India can. The problem was that India needs too long. ASEAN would be ready. China
was mobilizing the Chinese overseas community for its cause, India not so much. However,
there was a promising sign: China wanted to build Mactan-Cebu Terminal 2, “We (as advisors)
intervened. Now it's built by India. At present, India is used as guardian of the Indian Ocean and
not more. The naval cooperation is limited to port visits and ASEAN exercises. 8

Experts from the navy told me that India was very willing and they “question us what we want.”
There was officer exchange, and India provided long range weapon training for the Philippine
armed forces. Most activities were confined to training. In terms of procurement, he mentioned
the BrahMos system for the Philippine Navy.

The Indians were “very upfront: What do you want?” They regarded the Philippines as a market.
No joint maneuvers take place between the navies, as there was a proximity problem. My Navy
contacts pointed out another mental problem that might prevent further cooperation: “Filipinos
have a low view of Indians, because of Indian migrants, who have the reputation of cheating.
That's the view of average Filipino people and that translates into policy."®’

A Filipino international relations scholar echoed that the cooperation with India was mainly
commercial and pointed to the purchase of the Indian BrahMos missiles. But there were
political signals too. “They are willing. They sent a frigate last November, as we were having
trouble with China: "In this respect, the trilateral Ph/Jap/Ind may be of future importance.®

Europe

A naval scientist has a clear message to Europe: “If you want to help ASEAN = Invest!” What
was needed was technology transfer and cooperation in shipbuilding. Some legal
issues/obstacles would exist, but they should be overcome. “Right now, its focal spot for local
shipping industry.”

The Philippine government would invest, if there was a package deal, for example with
Germany. At present, there was no integrated procurement policy. A new procurement bill was
pending, but the draft was there. However, there existed the danger of supplier driven
procurement. What the Philippines needs are asymmetrical solutions, such as land-based
missile systems and submarines (including building those in the Philippines), including local
training and education. The experts’ dream was that Indonesia, Vietnam and the Philippines
would buy the Indian BrahMos missiles.

And was the experts view of the German Indo-Pacific deployment? In their view the impact was
“very minimal, same as France’s.” They said that “You (Germany) haven't addressed your
relationship to us.” They complained that Thyssen had refused building submarines for the
Philippine Navy, while French and Swedish were chasing them, in order to sell subs. The

18 |nterview with leading Filipino naval scientists, Quezon City, 11 March 2024.
187 Interview with naval analysts of the Philippine navy, Manila, 12 March 2024.
18 |nterview with an International Relations expert, Manila, 12 March 2024.
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German visit “has to be built into a message. It's about a clear message about China!” A joint
operation EU/France/UK would be better than individual ones.®

The Philippine navy regards capability help as the key to cooperation with European navies. “We
rely (too much) on the US. There was a need for a network of alliances and strategic
partnerships. At present the expression of support alone is important. As for the German frigate
visit, it was important to pass through the South China Sea.'

From the perspective of a Philippine international relations schola, there was no European
approach to the Philippines. Only the UK had such a policy. Therefore, the Philippines had trust
in AUKUS and the Trilateral between Philippines, the US and Australia’' Asked what Europe
should do, he said: “Prevent China from getting technology. Maintain the arms embargo and
engage in arms sales to us. The German frigate visits were “not a big deal!” He called on
Europe: “,Irritate China—is better for us!"192

Conclusions

There are a number of factors hindering a more integrated approach towards maritime
cooperation in South-East Asia. Security is mainly regarded as a national, rather than a
transnational issue. ASEAN states focus on national resilience. ASEAN understands national
resilience in a way that should lead the member states’ national governments to “promote
domestic stability on a comprehensive basis so that the resultant secure states can withstand
internal and external stresses and thus contribute to the attainment of regional resilience in
Southeast Asia."%

The concept of “regional resilience” is based on the Indonesian concept of security, the
“Ketahanan Nasional,” which was developed as early as 1968 and which combined the domestic
and foreign policy components of a state into a “national defense capability against all
dangers.” Elements important for a state were divided into two groups: the natural
(geographical location, mineral resources, human resources) and the social reality (ideological,
political, economic, social and cultural as well as the defense and security order) of a country.
Potential threats or challenges to a country can then be derived from these eight segments.’%*

The ASEAN Regional Forums (ARF), established in 1994 to address post-Cold War challenges in
Southeast Asia, formed the basis for the nascent security dialogue that continues and

18 |nterview with leading Filipino naval scientists, Quezon City, 11 March 2024.

190 |nterview with naval analysts of the Philippine navy, Manila, 12 March 2024.

91 See Gregory B. Poling and Andreyka Natalegawa, “Building a U.S.-Australia-Philippines Triad,” Center for
Strategic & International Studies (CSIS), December 15, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/building-us-australia-
philippines-triad.

192 Interview with an International Relations expert, Manila, 12 March 2024.

193 Ralf Emmers, “Comprehensive Security and Resilience in Southeast Asia: ASEAN's Approach to Terrorism,”
Pacific Review, Vol. 22, No. 2 (May 2009), p. 160.

194 Wilfried A. Herrmann, Die regionale Rolle Thailands. Von der “national resilience” zu einer treibenden Kraft in
Siidostasien, Miinster: Lit-Verlag, 1996, pp. 15-18.
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intensifies today. In this context, it is interesting to note that the fundamentals of the analysis
of threats to security policy have remained largely the same over the past 20 years. These
include a looming power vacuum following the withdrawal of the United States and Russia from
the region, the modernization of Chinese armed forces, especially the Chinese Navy (PLAN),
and the associated stronger and more assertive Chinese presence in the South China Sea, the
Andaman Sea and Myanmar, the modernization of the Japanese Self-Defence Forces (SDF) and
Japanese UN deployments, as well as large arms purchases by the smaller states in the region.

Although the ARF is primarily a forum for dialogue, more concrete regional structures and
activities have developed over the years. There has been a significant increase in joint disaster
relief operations and bilateral maneuvers, as well as increased cooperation efforts through the
ASEAN Defence Ministerial Meetings (ADMM). However, regional interoperability or even
integrated command structures such as NATO's will remain a utopia for the foreseeable future,
as post-colonial structures have led to a particularly strong sense of self-confidence among
member states.®

In 2009 ASEAN decided on a blueprint for the security policy pillar of the still not established
ASEAN Community based on the principles of the ASEAN Charter of 15 December 2008. These
include the promotion of peaceful relations among member states; the spread of democratic
principles, the rule of law, good governance and the promotion and protection of human rights;
a comprehensive approach to security that addresses traditional and non-traditional security
challenges; peaceful and non-violent conflict resolution; an ASEAN nuclear-weapon-free zone;
and the maintenance of the 1976 Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) as a
regional strategic core.®

Hermann notes that decision-makers are increasingly aware that ASEAN is a "maritime"
alliance, as trade and disaster relief as well as border and border disputes have taken place and
continue to take place in the maritime environment. Therefore, the maritime side in ASEAN is
more and more considered or integrated in all major decisions and activities, which is reflected
in the more current strategic and procurement policy considerations of the respective navies,
e.g. in the specification of the establishment of an ASEAN Maritime Forum in the APSC
“Blueprint.”%

Non-traditional security challenges, especially those related to disaster relief operations, have
led to a new transparency among ASEAN countries that was neither reflected in their naval
strategies nor expected to happen so quickly. Today, Vietnam, Myanmar or Indonesia, for
example, report their military capabilities—whether naval, air, or land-based systems— relatively
easily to the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management
(AHA Centre) for further coordination of humanitarian relief operations, an approach that was
unthinkable ten years ago. ASEAN has made tremendous progress in this area and will be able

195 Wilfried A. Herrmann, “ASEAN Political Security Community 2015. Maritime Herausforderungen,” in: Heinz Dieter
Jopp (ed.), Maritime Sicherheit im 21. Jahrhundert, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2014, pp. 301-326, at 303-304.

19 ASEAN (ed.), “ASEAN Political-Security Community Blueprint 2009-2015,” Jakarta 2009, https://asean.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/APSC_BluePrint.pdf.

197 Herrmann, above fn. 195, p. 306.
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to play a regionally exemplary role for other regional alliances, at least in humanitarian
assistance.’®

Despite these initial positive developments, it remains to be seen how the new ASEAN Political-
Security Community (APSC) will develop in 2025, because the “Blueprint” of the APSC defines
the South China Sea as well as disaster relief as a joint mission. However, it seems to be much
more difficult to fulfill the mandate with regard to the South China Sea than in the area of
disaster relief, although ASEAN and its sub-groups, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and
ASEAN Defence Minister Meeting (ADMM), are working intensively on reducing regional
tensions.’®

External influences from the United States, India and Japan to the EU (2012 EU East Asia Policy
Guidelines) are also a positive factor, all pursuing the same goal: Freedom of navigation.2%°

Assessing the results of this research, one can answer the questions set out in the beginning as
follows.

1. Main naval threats

Singapore and Malaysia do recognize growing Chinese assertiveness in the region. However,
this is not matched by concrete changes in defense strategy. Thailand falls even short of that
by claiming that developments in the South China Sea were not of their business. Indonesia
regards great power competition as a major threat. If push comes to shove, it would lead
towards the US. The Philippines consider China’s aggressive behavior in South China Sea as the
main threat to stability in the region.

2. Cooperation

All navies are happy to cooperate in constabulary affairs. There is less preparedness to extend
this to real military security cooperation. The Philippines advocate closer cooperation with like-
minded partners. However, they do place too much hope in ASEAN. There is some indication
that Indonesia might lean towards more robust cooperation.

3. Global conflict breaking out in the South China Sea or PRC invasion of Taiwan

Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand and their respective navies do not prepare for this
contingency. No war gaming takes place. What rules are the principle of the hope to stay out of
any emerging conflict. As a result, the decisions for these countries will be made by others.
Indonesia assesses a PRC Invasion of Taiwan as a bigger threat than the South-China Sea
scenario. It fears being boxed in and forced to join in (most probably on the US side). The
Philippines regard Taiwan as their buffer. If it falls, the Philippines might be next. They look at
Chinese investment in infrastructure in the north as a step in that direction.

1% |bid.
199 |bid.
200 |bid.
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4. India’s potential role

India is officially welcomed in all countries for constabulary missions but should mainly be
confined to the Indian Ocean. There might be a slight shift in Indonesia, which just opened
some harbors for the Indian Navy. The Philippines see India more as a commercial partner that
could replace or alter China in ASEAN. Some in Indonesia second this notion.

5. Europe’s role in assisting Southeast Asian security

Europe’s technical and vocational training assistance is encouraged. That applies as well when
naval diplomacy is concerned. In addition, Europe’s restraining diplomacy towards China is
welcomed; especially because it means that SE Asian governments do not have to do so.
Generally, more investment is encouraged. Indonesia and the Philippines connect this
especially with the aim to diversify the range of economic partnerships.

Incomplete list of interview partners?’’

—

Arie Afriansya, Faculty of Law, University of Indonesia, Jakarta

2. Jay L. Batongbacal, Professor, College of Law, Director, Institute for Maritime Affairs
and Law of the Sea, University of the Philippines Diliman, Quezon City

3. John Bradford, S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), Singapore

4. Ana Lourdes L. Cosme, Legal Officer, Institute for Maritime Affairs and Law of the Sea,
University of the Philippines, Diliman Quezon City

5. Renato Cruz De Castro, International Studies Department, De La Salle University, Manila

6. Christian Hegering, Liaison Officer, Information Fusion Centre, Singapore

7. Wilfried A. Herrmann, Human Development Forum Foundation, Bangkok; former German
Deputy Defense Attaché Thailand/Singapore

8. Chong Ja lan, National University of Singapore, Singapore

9. Syuhida Ismail, Maritime Institute of Malaysia (MIMA), Kuala Lumpur

10. Warisa Intaratana, National Security Council of Thailand, Bangkok

11. Nazery Khalid, Boustead Heavy Industries Co, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

12. Waffa Kharisma, CSIS, Department of International Relations, Jakarta

13. Shariman Lockman, Institute of Strategic & International Studies (ISIS), Kuala Lumpur

14. Andrew Wiguna Mantong, Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS),
Department of International Relations, Jakarta

15. Lt. Mike Mogol, Office for Naval Strategic Studies (ONSS), Philippines Navy, Manila

16. Rear Admiral Rommel Jude G Ong (Ret), Professor of Praxis, Ateneo School of
Government, Ateneo de Manila University, Quezon City

17. PieterAlexander Pandie, Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS), Department
of International Relations, Jakarta

18. Rear Admiral Agung Pramono (Ret), former Commander Eastern Fleet, Indonesian Navy,
Jakarta

19. Altamira Reyes, Chief Defense Analyst, Office for Naval Strategic Studies (ONSS),
Philippines Navy, Manila

20. Roy Antony Rogers, Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur

201 Not all interview partners agreed to be named.
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21. Jatswan Singh, Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur

22. Neil S. Silva, Law Reform Specialist, Institute for Maritime Affairs and Law of the Sea,
University of the PhilippinesDiliman, Quezon City

23. RistianAtriandi Supriyanto, Department of International Relations, Universitas Indonesia
(IRUI), Jakarta

24. Captain Yap Leong Tay, Malaysian Institute of Defence and Security (MiDAS), Kuala
Lumpur

25. Jeselyn Tan, Maritime Institute of Malaysia (MIMA), Kuala Lumpur

26. Colonel Budi Yuzerman, Head of the Sub-Directorate of Maritime Operations Planning,
Indonesian Maritime Security Agency, Jakarta
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