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Introduction 
 
Asian governments and security establishments presume that the United States and 
China face confrontation due to their growing equivalency in military and economic 
power. Asian countries take their diplomatic postures based on this recognition.  
Nevertheless, it cannot be concluded that the two powers are yet equivalent.  This 
“confrontation between the U.S. and China” is just an illusion. There are Asian 
countries which find their national interests primarily in the security of sea lanes and 
protection of marine resources. These countries are focusing on the territorial disputes 
in the East and South China Sea because of China’s recent actions in those seas. They 
regard the South China Sea as representing the confrontation between the U.S. and 
China. Those nations that assert dominion over enclosed sea/semi-enclosed sea rich in 
marine resources and surrounded and claimed by many countries often take drastic 
measures. Although most countries do not show their direct interests in marine resource 
disputes, they do become concerned when the disputes affect maritime transportation, 
which can eventually do serious damage to their countries. Maritime transportation is 
the only solution for transporting large resources and materials long distances 
internationally, without crossing multiple borders.  
 
But marine transportation has drawbacks, too. For example, various threats like natural 
disasters, shipwrecks, and piracy do exist on the long sea lanes from the East China Sea 
through the South China Sea, Malacca Strait, and Indian Ocean.  Furthermore, the 
threats to sea lanes are not limited to only these. Now, there are possibilities of military 
action by countries involved in territorial disputes in the seas. 
 
Neither the U.S. nor China can create a favorable situation by itself. Therefore, both the 
U.S. and China are trying to win over other countries to their respective sides in 
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Southeast Asia. But the efforts by the U.S. and China in this regard have not been very 
effective. The strategies of the Southeast Asian countries are not so simple. The 
Southeast Asian countries are trying to maintain leadership over security issues in their 
region. They recognize that multilateral cooperation in the region is necessary to deal 
with major powers. 
 
In the 1990s, multilateral security cooperation in Asia was developed from both 
geographical and substantial perspectives. But at the same time, it revealed the 
limitations of the cooperation. Japan and the U.S. recognize that the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Regional Forum (ARF) does not provide security in 
Asia, even though ASEAN and the ARF are very important platforms for discussion. In 
this report, I illustrate the diplomatic efforts to build multilateral security institutions in 
the Southeast Asian region and the limitations of multilateral security in Asia by 
explaining the development of the institutions. This demonstrates the basic 
understanding that multilateral cooperation is key to build the maritime security 
frameworks.  
 
Development of Multilateral Security Cooperation 
 
Multilateral security cooperation is not an idea that was born only from maritime 
security. The idea had already existed when the League of Nations (LN) established 
after the First World War. In its Covenant, the LN prohibited war and systemized a form 
of collective security in which participating nations imposed sanctions all together 
against the nation which commences war. But this security system could not deter 
World War Two because it entrusted sanctions to each nation; it did not bind member 
states to invoke military sanctions proposed by the LN Council. 
 
After WWII, the United Nations tried to build a powerful and centralized security 
system by setting up the Security Council consisting of five WWII victorious nations. 
Under the United Nations regime, the Security Council designates a war, and its 
resolution binds all the U.N. member states. The United Nations is supposed to protect 
international security; however, the Cold War caused such a flood of vetoes by 
permanent members at the Security Council that the international community came to 
view the United Nations Security Council as stalemated. This situation demonstrated the 
difficulties of sharing the perception of threat and adjusting interests among nations. 
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The international community came to realize the necessity of a new security system that 
should not be based on the United Nations. Then the community discovered the 
importance of international peacekeeping operations (PKO) and regional or 
sub-regional security systems. The nature of a PKO is such that third parties provide 
forces and intervene in disputes by sending disengagement observers or monitoring 
forces with the consent of disputing parties and receiving nations. Whereas PKO is a 
useful measure after conflicts occur, regional or sub-regional security systems are 
intended to avoid the clash by disputing parties beforehand. Conference on Security and 
Cooperation in Europe is a successful example. 
 
The idea of “Common Security” was put forth in the Palme report in 1982 as follows:  

 
There can be no hope for victory in a nuclear war, the two sides would be 
united in suffering and destruction. They can survive only together. They must 
achieve security not against the adversary but together with him. International 
security must rest on a commitment to joint survival rather than on a threat of 
mutual destruction.  

 
This means sharing perceptions is necessary for cooperating with the enemy. The ARF 
is sometimes considered the Asian version of CSCE/OSCE. Especially, the CSCE 
diplomatic processes following the end of the Cold War can be applied to ARF. 
 
The Effort of Building a Security System in Asia 
 
The ASEAN member states initiated the ARF. But before their initiative, Asia–Pacific 
nations other than the ASEAN countries had already proposed to build a regional or 
sub-regional security system. The ARF was formed not only by ASEAN efforts; it was 
created through a process involving a broader group of Asia–Pacific nations. 
 
In fact, the Soviet Union was the first nation which proposed to build a security 
framework in the Asia–Pacific region. In the 1960s Leonid Brezhnev proposed the 
“Asian Collective Security Proposal,” as did Mikhail Gorbachev in the 1980s. These 
proposals were refused by Japan and the U.S. because they threatened to split the 
Western Bloc, and also by China because it would constitute encirclement of China. In 
1990, Australia and Canada proposed a regional security proposal modeled on the 
CSCE. But Japan, the U.S., and China considered it improper to apply to Asia, because 
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of the different historic experiences and nature of security problems between Asia and 
Europe. 
 
These proposals, however, gave the region opportunities to consider security systems in 
Asia for Japan and the ASEAN countries as they weighed their answers to these 
proposals. As the result of its own examination, Japan proposed the development of the 
regional security talks by using the framework of ASEAN talks that had existed 
between it and ASEAN since the 1970s. 
 
The ASEAN countries did not accept the Japanese idea at that time, but the “Singapore 
Declaration of 1992” said that “ASEAN should intensify its external dialogues in 
political and security matters by using the ASEAN Post-Ministerial Conferences 
(PMC).” Then the framework for security dialogue was picked up as a theme in the 
ASEAN ministerial meeting in July 1992. A follow-on Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) 
in July 1993 decided the member states of the dialogue and the name, ASEAN Regional 
Forum. 
 
The Development of Multilateral Security Cooperation by the ARF 
 
At the first ARF ministerial meeting in July 1994, the “Chairman’s Statement” 
stipulated that “the ARF had enabled the countries in the Asia-Pacific region to foster 
the habit of constructive dialogue and consultation on political and security issues of 
common interest and concern. In this respect, the ARF would be in a position to make 
significant contribution to effort towards confidence-building and preventive diplomacy 
in the Asia-Pacific region,” and listed confidence and security building, nuclear 
nonproliferation, peacekeeping cooperation, exchanges of nonclassified military 
information, maritime security, and preventive diplomacy as the subjects of future 
studies. 
 
At the second ARF meeting, the Concept Paper stated, “The approach should be taking 
place in three stages, namely the promotion of confidence building, development of 
preventive diplomacy, and elaboration of approaches to conflicts.” It also said that the 
ARF process was at Stage I, and should continue to discuss means of implementing 
confidence building. The second meeting set up Track Two activities which should be 
carried out by strategic institutes and relevant nongovernmental organizations. Track 
One had discussions about CBM, PKO, and Search and Rescue in Inter-sessional 
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Meetings (ISMs). 
 
At the third ARF meeting, Myanmar and India were approved to join the ARF and the 
conference pattern changed from discussion based on the Chairman’s suggestions to 
discussion guided by Chairman. It also demonstrated a positive attitude for dealing with 
maritime security by discussing the South China Sea. 
 
Although at the fourth ARF meeting in July 1997 ministers discussed various problems 
including the South China Sea disputes, the Chairman’s Statement said, “The process 
has progressed at a pace acceptable to all participants.” Then it showed that the ARF 
could not move the process forward easily any longer. Continuous clashes regarding 
claims to islands and EEZs in the South China Sea continue to demonstrate that 
multilateral security cooperation in this area does not function sufficiently. 
 
The Limitations of the ARF 
 
The ARF is a security system based on multilateral cooperation involving disputing 
parties. But we sometimes observe a dynamic similar to the CSCE, when, for instance, 
the situation in the South China Sea results in serious antagonism between China and 
the ASEAN countries. But it is very difficult to share the perception of threat, because 
China and the ASEAN countries possess quite asymmetric scales of territory, population, 
military force, and economy. Here is one good example of this asymmetry. The Chinese 
Navy went into the Spratly Islands in 1988 and engaged in an artillery battle with the 
Vietnam Navy. As a result, China sank two Vietnamese ships and killed 80 soldiers. 
China announced the “Law on the Territorial Sea” which specified its sovereignty over 
the Spratly Islands. But at the “South China Sea Dispute Workshop,” Chinese diplomats 
declared that China would not cause trouble in the South China Sea. At the same time, 
the Chinese Navy posted a territorial marker on Gaven Reef.  China’s deeds have not 
matched its words, and this inconsistency causes the ASEAN countries to distrust China. 
But China’s behavior was not affected by ASEAN’s distrust and protests because it does 
not recognize the ASEAN countries as threats. 
 
This asymmetry in the perception of threat is different from the CSCE. Both the 
Western and the Eastern blocs shared the threats of mass destruction by nuclear 
weapons and both had capabilities. There was a possibility that a nuclear exchange 
would occur and neither bloc preferred this. On the other hand, now China and the 
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ASEAN countries do not share the perception of a common degree of threat. This 
accounts for Chinese negative behaviors in the ARF. 
 
China changed its behavior and tried to engage with the ARF positively in 1996. But 
this change in Chinese behavior does not mean the change of Chinese threat perceptions. 
China prefers bilateral talks to multilateral ones to discuss disputes in the South China 
Sea because China recognizes that it will lose its supremacy over the ASEAN countries 
by engaging in multilateral talks. If it denies multilateral security cooperation, however, 
China will be isolated from the international community. China is showing its positive 
attitude to the ARF, but at the same time, trying to control the pace of the process on 
confidence-building measures(CBMS) , ranging from exchange of information, 
inspection/monitoring, and regulations. It seems to be effective for China. 
 
Chinese marine surveillance ships cut the exploration cables of a Vietnamese oil and gas 
survey ship Binh Minh 02 120 nautical miles off the Vietnamese central coast on May 
26, 2011. Protests occurred in Vietnam after the Vietnamese Foreign Ministry decided to 
submit a formal protest to the Chinese Embassy over this incident. Even in the 
Philippines, there were protests against China, regarding Chinese claims to sovereignty 
over the Spratly Islands. But these protests could not contribute to changing China’s 
behavior.  China continued to develop the organization and equipment of the 
Oceanographic Administration and Fisheries Bureau, and strengthened their 
“management” of the South China Sea. 
 
The ARF aims to realize “cooperative security.” This differs from “common security,” 
which shares a level of threat perception with the enemy. Once participants reveal their 
antagonism, it is difficult to treat the conflict within the framework of the cooperative 
security. It is also difficult to share the perception of threat as a foundation for common 
security. This means that the ARF cannot function as an effective framework to solve 
the disputes in the South China Sea.   
 
There is a regional limitation, too. The ARF usually pays attention to the problems in 
the Southeast Asian region, because it is led by the ASEAN member states. The ARF, 
however, can function as an effective maritime multilateral security framework only in 
terms of natural disaster, shipwrecks, and crimes on the ocean, etc., in the Southeast 
Asian region. 
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Differences Between ASEAN Countries 
A symbolic incident which demonstrated the limitations of the ASEAN happened in 
2012. For the first time in its 45-year history, the ASEAN ministerial meeting in Phnom 
Penh in July 2012 failed to finalize its customary joint communique because of 
disagreements over the handling of the South China Sea.  
 
The Philippines accused Cambodia, the host of the ASEAN summit in 2012, of refusing 
to mention the disputed Scarborough Shoal in the communiqué, although several 
ASEAN countries and the group’s Secretariat had supported including this dispute. 
Phnom Penh reportedly was advocating for Chinese interests in exchange for its 
investment into Cambodia. This incident dented ASEAN’s credibility.  
 
The Philippines is not the only country which faces severe confrontation with China 
over territorial disputes. On May 3, 2014, China’s state-controlled oil company CNOOC 
moved a deepwater-drilling oil rig to a spot 120 miles off the coast of Vietnam and 
started operations in the middle of oil and gas exploration blocks over which Vietnam 
claims ownership. PetroVietnam and ExxonMobil have discovered big oil and gas 
reserves there. 
 
Vietnam demanded that Beijing call it off. But China sent nearly 80 ships, including 20 
Chinese Coast Guard ships and seven Navy ships, and ordered them to guard the 
activity of the oil rig rather than call it off. Chinese ships and Vietnam ships clashed 
again and again on the water around the oil rig. 
 
There were intensified demonstrations against China in Vietnam. This incident 
increased tension between the U.S. and China in the South China Sea. The U.S. State 
Department spokeswoman Jen Psaki commented that the CNOOC’s actions were 
“provocative and unhelpful to the maintenance of peace and stability in the region.” 
According to Xinhua news service, China’s spokeswoman reacted that the U.S. is in no 
position to make irresponsible remarks on China’s affairs. 
 
In the Philippines, U.S. President Barack Obama signed a 10-year agreement to increase 
U.S. forces there just two weeks before the incident. The U.S. is trying to develop 
security cooperation with Vietnam, too. Japan has also started capacity-building 
programs with the Philippines and Vietnam for building up their coast guards. Japan 
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revised the Oversea Development Assistance policy and will start supporting some 
countries more positively. China is also supporting other Southeast Asian countries in 
strengthening their maritime forces through capacity-building programs with huge 
economic incentives. 
 
This situation separates the Southeast Asian countries into four groups. The countries in 
the first group have high threat perception against China and low expectation of 
economic benefit from China. They prefer to take a soft balancing policy. The countries 
in the second group have high expectation of economic benefit from China, and do not 
perceive threats from China. They tend to take a band-wagoning approach. And the 
other two which possess “low economic expectation and low threat perception,” as well 
as“high economic expectation and high threat perception,” pursue hedging policies. 
 
These above are theoretical models of international relations. Although the theoretical 
model is always too simple for real politics, the situation will be realized if every 
country makes policy choices based on the theory. Separating the Asia–Pacific countries 
into the U.S. bloc and the China bloc needs to be avoided. Otherwise, the diplomatic 
efforts cannot avoid severe confrontation between the two blocs.  
 
Can We Avoid Severe Confrontation? 
 
The ASEAN countries must behave as a unified actor in the Asia–Pacific region if they 
want to keep their leadership on security issues. This will also avoid a situation of 
severe confrontation in Southeast Asia. We have already seen that it is difficult to 
achieve agreement in the ASEAN or the ARF. We need to consider new ideas of security 
cooperation without building a new institution. 
 
Although no country in Southeast Asia can entrust its security to existing multilateral 
security cooperation, neither can any country deter China’s aggressive behavior by itself.  
The problem is how to solve this controversial situation. The countries in this region do 
not possess enough capability to deter or deal with major powers by itself, but they have 
also found it difficult to coordinate actions within the ASEAN or the ARF. There are 
different perceptions for the security situation in the region. An arms race with China is 
not pragmatic for Asian countries, however seriously some Asian countries take the 
threat from China. We must find other solutions without multilateral security 
cooperation. 
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Although they still need multilateral cooperation when they deal with security issues in 
the region, the Asian countries have to use bilateral relationships for taking action, if 
multilateral security institutions fail. This means that the Asian countries have to build 
bilateral relationships. The problem is always how.   
 
We can refer the situation between Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK) as an 
example. Both Japan and the ROK are allies of the U.S. But Japan, the U.S., and the 
ROK have not yet built an adequate trilateral cooperative security network, because of 
the bad political relationship between Japan and the ROK, despite consistent U.S. 
requests for them to improve their relationship. 
 
Japanese security depends on bilateral security cooperation with the U.S. The alliance 
with the U.S. is a core of its security. Japan asserts that multilateral security cooperation 
supplements the Japan–U.S. alliance. Most of Japanese cooperation in military 
technology, education/training, and exercise involves sharing with the U.S. But Japan 
has to cooperate with the ROK if it needs to deal with the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK). 
 
Japan and the ROK have a fundamental condition to work cooperatively between the 
two armed forces. They possess good personal relations between the two militaries, 
even in the context of the current political stalemate. Both militaries have good 
interoperability in operation and equipment, because both are U.S. allies. For example, 
the Obama Administration is selling four Northrop Grumman RQ-4B Global Hawk 
Block 30 high-altitude long-endurance (HALE) unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to the 
ROK. It will cost $815 million. The Japanese Self-Defense Force has already decided to 
introduce the same RQ-4B Global Hawk UAVs. This UAV system will provide 
real-time intelligence concerning threats posed by the DPRK. It will help the three 
countries understand the DPRK’s intention if they can share the intelligence among 
them. Japan and the ROK will be able to cooperate at the operational level because they 
will operate the same UAVs in the East Asian region. Japan and the ROK lack sufficient 
motivation to cooperate, even though they have good conditions. They need some 
attractive potential outcomes. Both countries are trying to build good security 
cooperation, because they have already understood the necessity and effectiveness of 
their cooperation. But this recognition is still not enough to drive the two countries into 
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cooperation. They need more reasons. 
Security Cooperation from Others 
 
Japan and Australia. Japan also has security cooperation with Australia. Australia is a 
U.S. ally, too. In this respect, the condition is similar to the relationship with the ROK. 
But there is a difference in the two situations. Japan–Australia security cooperation will 
be strengthened in the near future. Both Japan and Australia have good reason to build 
security cooperation. One of the reasons is their submarine project. The two countries 
have had exchange programs between their forces in the past, but they could not fully 
develop the cooperative program. The joint submarine development program provides 
business opportunities as well as the prospect of better interoperability in their operation. 
This is an example of economic benefit that can provide countries the incentive to 
cooperate with each other. 
 
Japan, India, and the U.S. We cannot forget India, which is a dominant power in the 
Indian Ocean. India said that the “Malabar” U.S.–India Joint Exercise showed the close 
relationship between the U.S. and India and India’s engagement in the South China Sea. 
U.S.–India security cooperation was developed after the Cold War and took the form of 
a strategic partnership in 2003. However, it seems that India does not want to be 
perceived as part of a U.S. effort to contain China in the South China Sea. If anything, 
India has refused U.S. influence in the South Asia and kept its distance from the U.S. 
 
But the situation was changed in 2014. The Malabar 2014 Joint Exercise became the 
Trilateral Joint Exercise between Japan, U.S., and India, and it commenced at Sasebo 
Naval Base in Japan. Present Japan–India relations are good and drive India’s 
involvement in the trilateral cooperation. In this situation, we can see the influence of 
diplomacy on security cooperation. 
 
Traditionally, India also has a good relationship with Vietnam. The Defense Agreement 
concerning education/training between India and Vietnam and joint exploitation of gas 
and oil in the South China Sea is evidence of India’s strengthened engagement in the 
South China Sea. China was irritated by India’s behavior and on July 22, 2011, a 
Chinese naval ship warned off the Indian Navy LSTH Airavat which was approaching a 
port in Vietnam. The bilateral cooperation among the Asian countries has a mutual 
influence.  
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Conclusion 
 
The countries in Southeast Asia can develop the idea of networked plural bilateral 
cooperation. Economic benefits for countries must be a strong motivation. It is difficult 
to build an effective multilateral security cooperation framework in the East and South 
Asia at the current stage. Asia–Pacific countries came to find the importance in 
multilateral institutions but also find constraints in multilateral processes.  
 
Getting multilateral cooperation without building a framework looks like a 
contradiction. But there is a hint lying in the current situation. It is the situation of 
strengthening bilateral security cooperation, and realizing multilateral security 
cooperation by connecting bilateral security cooperation. Participants can be chosen 
depending on the issue and multilateral security cooperation built on an ad hoc basis. 
 
Every Asian country tries to secure the function of deterrence and reaction by 
strengthening bilateral security cooperation, because of difficulties in sharing the 
perception of threats with all participating parties in a multilateral security cooperation 
system. It is easier to achieve the integration of threat perceptions in bilateral security 
cooperation. Maritime security does not allow every Asian country to wait for the 
development of multilateral security cooperation framework like the ARF. But 
strengthening maritime bilateral security cooperation without these broader connections 
is not effective because of geographic limitations. 
 
Therefore, every country has to strengthen and expand bilateral security cooperation, 
and proceed with cooperative measures with countries which can share threat 
perceptions and adjust the interest based on bilateral security cooperation, issue by issue. 
There has already been development of some of the necessary relationships in Asia–
Pacific region. 
 
Maritime security needs multilateral cooperation, but there is a wide variety of issues.  
Some of them can be solved by multilateral security frameworks like the ARF, and 
some cannot. Besides, in a sea, which must be secure, safety is huge and connected. 
Therefore, maritime security requires the multilateral cooperation of countries 
concerned with the sea area, but also a permanent framework without which the 
participating parties cannot function. 
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Bilateral cooperation between countries concerned with the sea area is developing 
concrete measures. For example, the U.S. and Vietnam concluded their second defense 
policy dialogue in 2011 with the signing of a memorandum of understanding that aims 
to promote co-operation between the two countries’ government defense departments. 
India and Vietnam also keep good historical relations. The U.S. is seeking the 
cooperation with India, too. Japan is making efforts to build a cooperative framework 
with India, and trying to develop security cooperation with the Southeast Asian 
countries, following after the U.S. They can be coordinated through these robust 
bilateral relations. 
 
The ad hoc multilateral security cooperation based on bilateral security cooperation can 
be one of the solutions to maritime security, and it can form the basis for influencing a 
threatening country issue by issue. It also can be the solution to build a common 
security framework in Asia which cannot be built because of the asymmetric perception 
of threat. 
 
These kinds of cooperation cannot be achieved by only the military. Relations must be 
enhanced through diplomatic efforts. Diplomatic efforts must include official 
development assistance and capacity-building measures. These programs can lead to 
business opportunities and attract countries. Incentive for countries is important to 
realize this idea. There is huge space for diplomatic measures to secure a stable situation 
in the region. 
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