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Against the Dragon: Myanmar’s Tangled Relations with China since 1988 (2021);
and China-Pakistan Conventional Arms Trade: An Appraisal of Supplier’s and
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Marcos’ New Code of Conduct for the South China Sea

Is A Non-starter

Nian Peng

On 20 November 2023, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr claimed that the
Philippines had approached neighbours such as Vietnam and Malaysia to craft a
separate ‘code of conduct’ (COC) in the South China Sea (SCS).

▲Filipino President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. attends the closing ceremony of the 40th and 41st
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Summit and Related Summits in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia on Sunday (Nov. 13, 2022). Marcos said the need for Code of Conduct in the South
China Sea is becoming “more urgent.” (Photo courtesy of Bongbong Marcos Facebook page).

Speaking in Honolulu, Marcos said, ‘We are now in the midst of negotiating our own
code of conduct, for example, with Vietnam because we are still waiting for the code
of conduct between China and ASEAN and the progress has been rather slow
unfortunately’. He also said that Vietnam and Malaysia were among the Southeast
Asian nations with which he was trying to negotiate a code of conduct to maintain
peace in the SCS.

This is not the first time that Marcos has called for the COC negotiations with the
Philippines’ neighbours to be pushed forward. During the 40th and 41st ASEAN
summits and related summits in Phnom Penh, Cambodia on 11 November 2022, he
said there was an ‘urgent need’ for the COC but did not propose creating a separate
COC.
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Manila is endeavouring to form alignment with its neighbours within the COC
consultation process, leveraging their collective influence to oppose clauses that are
advantageous to China. It also attempted to assert pressure on China to make
concessions through threatening to lead a separate COC. The Philippines also aims to
involve Vietnam and Malaysia in its fight against China in the SCS to strengthen its
bargaining position. Through collaboration with other claimants, the Philippines also
intends to stop China from taking aggressive actions in the SCS.

But Vietnam and Malaysia are unlikely to follow Marcos’ suggestions of crafting a
separate COC. Despite Vietnam’s collaboration with the Philippines on the South
China Sea Arbitration, it has not yet formally filed its case with the Hague Tribunal.
Vietnam has not endorsed Marcos’ suggestion, though Hanoi differs in opinion from
China in the COC consultation.

Unlike the Philippines, Vietnam has no intention of provoking China in the SCS.
Instead, it prefers to adopt a diplomatic way to carefully managing its territorial
disputes with China without undermining bilateral relations. In June 2023, the
Vietnamese government cooled its maritime standoff with Chinese coast guard
vessels in Wan’an Bank. Vietnam is unlikely to join the Philippines’ anti-China camp.

Malaysia has historically maintained a nonconfrontational approach to SCS disputes.
Despite tensions in the SCS, the Malaysian government has consistently stressed a
diplomatic solution. Since President Anwar Ibrahim assumed office in November
2022, Malaysia has maintained an even closer relationship with China. The warmth in
China–Malaysia relations is evident in the frequency of high-level contacts, such as
President Anwar’s meeting with Chinese President Xi Jinping in Beijing in March
2023 and the deepened cooperation on Belt and Road Initiative projects.

According to a survey conducted by the Merdeka Center on 22 November 2023, the
Malaysian public is more concerned about the economic performance of the new
government led by Anwar Ibrahim than its geopolitical manoeuvring. The top priority
of the Anwar administration is economic growth rather than destabilising the SCS.

Both Vietnam and Malaysia were among the six participating countries in China-led
maritime exercise that kicked off on 13 November 2023 in Zhanjiang, the
headquarters of the Chinese navy’s South Sea Fleet. The objective of the exercise,
code-named Peace and Friendship-2023, was to enhance mutual trust and cooperation
to jointly safeguard regional peace and stability. It is clear that the majority of
Southeast Asian nations and China are committed to maintaining peace and stability
in the SCS.

Shortly after Marcos’ claims of crafting a new ‘code of conduct’, Chinese Foreign
Ministry spokesperson Mao Ning warned that ‘any departure from the Declaration on
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the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea framework and its spirit will be null
and void’. This not only signalled China’s opposition to Marcos’ suggestions but also
demonstrated Beijing’s resolve to prevent the Philippines from disturbing the COC
consultation process.

Marcos’ assertions regarding the development of a new code of conduct will not only
fail to garner support from neighbouring countries but will also erode any tenuous
trust that may have been forged between the Philippines and China during the brief
discussions conducted between Marcos and Xi at the APEC Summit in November
2023..

The article was first published at East Asia Forum, Australia, Jan.2, 2024,
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2024/01/02/marcos-new-code-of-conduct-for-the-sout
h-china-sea-is-a-non-starter/.

About Author

Nian Peng is the Director of the Hong Kong Research Center for Asian Studies
(RCAS), Hong Kong. He holds a Ph.D in Government and International Studies at
Hong Kong Baptist University. His main research interests are in the areas of
China-Southeast/South Asia relations, Belt and Road Initiative(BRI) and maritime
security of the Indo-Pacific. He authored/edited four books-Populism, Nationalism
and South China Sea Dispute: Chinese and Southeast Asian Perspectives (Springer
Nature, 2022), Crossing the Himalayas: Buddhist Ties, Regional Integration and
Great-Power Rivalry (Springer Nature, 2021), The Reshaping of China-Southeast
Asia Relations in Light of the Covid-19 Pandemic (Springer Nature, 2021),
International Pressures, Strategic Preference, and Myanmar’s China Policy since
1988 (Springer Nature, 2020). His refereed articles have been notably published in
Ocean Development and International Law, Pacific Focus, Asian Affairs, etc. He also
contributes his perspectives to many think tanks and various local and international
media outlets such as Asia Centre in France, East Asian Forum in Australia, The
Diplomat in the USA, Bangkok Post in Thailand, Jakarta Post in Indonesia, Lian He
Zao Bao, Think China in Singapore, South China Morning Post, China-US Focus in
Hong Kong, Global Times, CGTN, World Affairs in China.

http://www.rcas.top

	RCAS Commentary

