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About RCAS

香港亞洲研究中心| The Hong Kong Research Center for Asian Studies (RCAS) is a
nonprofit research organization focusing on Asian affairs. It is a newly established
institution founded in February 2022 by Dr. Nian Peng in Haikou and subsequently
moved to Hong Kong in September 2023. We currently have an international research
team with nearly 100 resident/nonresident researchers from China and other countries.

RCAS aims to become a leading research institute and think tank on Asian affairs in
the Indo-Pacific region. To date, RCAS has conducted research programs on maritime
disputes in the South China Sea (SCS), China’s relations with the Indo-Pacific states,
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), terrorism/counterterrorism in the Afg-Pak region,
and so on. It is committed to promoting maritime cooperation, regional integration,
and regional peace in the Indo-Pacific region at large.

RCAS has published nearly ten books in Chinese and English and more than 20
papers in SSCI/SCOPUS/CSSCI-indexed journals. Recent English publications
include Populism, Nationalism and South China Sea Dispute: Chinese and Southeast
Asian Perspectives (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2022); Pakistan’s Foreign Policy:
Contemporary Developments and Dynamics (London: Routledge, 2022); Crossing the
Himalayas: Buddhist Ties, Regional Integration and Great-Power Rivalry (Singapore:
Springer Nature, 2021); The Reshaping of China-Southeast Asia Relations in Light of
the COVID-19 Pandemic (Singapore: Springer Nature, 2021); Territorial Disputes,
The Role of Leaders and The Impact of Quad: A Triangular Explanation of
China-India Border Escalations (2023); Managing the South China Sea Dispute:
Multilateral and Bilateral Approaches (2022); China-Pakistan Cooperation on
Afghanistan: Assessing Key Interests and Implementing Strategies (2022); Hedging
Against the Dragon: Myanmar’s Tangled Relations with China since 1988 (2021);
and China-Pakistan Conventional Arms Trade: An Appraisal of Supplier’s and
Recipient’s Motives (2020).

RCAS has also published hundreds of articles, and its researchers have
been interviewed in various local and international media outlets, such as The
Diplomat in the United States, East Asian Forum (EAF) in Australia, Bangkok Post in
Thailand, Jakarta Post in Indonesia, Lian He Zao Bao, Think China in
Singapore, South China Morning Post (SCMP), China-US Focus in Hong
Kong, CGTN, Global Times, World Affairs in China.
RCAS researchers have actively participated in international conferences or study
visits in the United States, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Myanmar,
Cambodia, and other places.

Welcome to visit our website: http://www.rcas.top.
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Philippine President Marcos Jr’s Visit to Vietnam: Creating A

‘united front’ over South China Sea Issue?

Nian Peng

On 29 January, almost two months after the call for a separate South China Sea (SCS)

code of conduct (COC) with ASEAN members, Philippine President Marcos Jr

initiated his first state visit to Vietnam. Reportedly, both sides signed agreements to

prevent untoward incidents in the SCS and to broaden cooperation between their coast

guards.

▲The Philippine’s Ferdinand Romualdez Marcos Jr (left) and Vietnam’s President Vo Van
Thuong (right) attend a welcoming ceremony at the Presidential Palace in Hanoi on 30 January

2024. (Nhac Nguyen/AFP)

According to Marcos, the accord on maritime cooperation “aims to establish a

comprehensive partnership between our coast guards on capacity building, training

and personnel and ship exchanges to enhance interoperability operations between our

two countries”.
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Since the Philippines has sought to build a “united front” with the ASEAN claimant

states on challenging China’s claims in the SCS, these agreements might be

considered a good start. The Philippines would, therefore, describe them as “great

victories”, thus leveraging their ability to garner external and internal support for the

Marcos administration.

Giving intra-ASEAN maritime cooperation a boost

Moreover, there is a likelihood of increasing the political will of ASEAN states to

promote maritime cooperation. Before Marcos’s Vietnam visit, Indonesian President

Joko Widodo visited three claimant states, namely, the Philippines, Vietnam, and

Brunei, in January 2024, during which defence cooperation, COC consultations, and

trade and investment were the top priorities of discussions. In September of last year,

Indonesia conducted its first joint military exercises with its ASEAN neighbours in

the SCS.

It is clear that the ASEAN states have expanded their maritime cooperation in the

wake of rising tensions in the SCS and intensified competition between China and the

US. It seems that the ASEAN states are trying to strengthen their joint capabilities and

enhance ASEAN countries’ centrality in hedging against the security risks of great

power rivalry in the region. Given ongoing SCS tensions and China-US

confrontations, there might be more maritime cooperation between the ASEAN states

after Marcos’s state visit to Vietnam.

That said, the significance of Marcos’s Vietnam visit and the agreements on coast

guard cooperation should not be overestimated. In fact, coast guard agreements are

common among maritime states, especially among SCS claimant states.

For instance, China has signed a coast guard agreement with Vietnam, and the coast

guards of the two countries have conducted several joint patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin.

China even signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) on establishing a joint

coast guard committee on maritime cooperation with the Philippine Coast Guard

during former President Duterte’s first China tour in October 2016.

Vietnam not necessarily standing with the Philippines
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More importantly, Vietnam has taken a very cautious stance on maritime cooperation

with the Philippines, as the latter has repeatedly provoked China in the SCS.

In November of the previous year, Vietnam did not overtly respond to Marcos’s call

for a separate COC. Instead, it agreed to build a shared future for humankind with

China and avoided escalating tensions in the SCS.

Therefore, the coast guard agreement with the Philippines does not mean that Vietnam

stands with the Philippines on the SCS disputes or shows support for Marcos’s

hawkish SCS policy. It is actually an element of Vietnam’s balancing act in the SCS;

that is, it is expanding maritime cooperation with all the partners, including the

claimant states, to enhance its maritime capability without provoking China.

In addition, the main function of the maritime cooperation agreement is to manage the

fishing activities of the two countries, as Vietnamese fishing boats usually enter

waters claimed by the Philippines as part of its exclusive economic zone.

Different objectives from the Code of Conduct

Although analysts believed that the top leaders of the Philippines and Vietnam

included the COC consultations, no bilateral COC agreement was released during the

visit.

The two countries have different focuses on the COC. The Philippines mainly focuses

on Spratly Islands (Nansha Islands), while Vietnam prefers to protect its interest on

Paracel Islands (Xisha Islands).

Furthermore, the Philippines welcomes the deep involvement of external actors,

particularly the US, in the COC consultations process, while Vietnam is worried about

the escalated tensions in the SCS, especially those brought about by external actors.

No ‘united front’ against China

Even so, Marcos suggested submitting a joint proposal on the limits of the continental

shelves of coastal states to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf

(CLCS) at the UN, in which he stated, “The Philippines is willing to work with

Vietnam for a joint submission at the appropriate time.” However, he did not receive a

clear response from Vietnam.
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In 2009, Vietnam and Malaysia made a joint submission to the CLCS on “information

on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines

from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured in respect of the southern

part of the South China Sea”. However, they failed to obtain approval from the CLCS

due to China’s opposition. Since then, there have been no joint submissions.

Given that China has consistently indicated that any form of “ganging up” by

Southeast Asian claimants would be considered a hostile act by Beijing and met with

strong dissatisfaction, it is unlikely that Vietnam will support the Philippines’ proposal

for a joint submission to the CLCS.

Overall, Marcos’s state visit to Vietnam and the positive outcomes of maritime

cooperation could be regarded as successful, but the visit would not be able to

generate joint actions or a “united front” against China.

The article was first published at Think China, Singapore,

https://www.thinkchina.sg/philippine-president-marcos-jrs-visit-vietnam-creating-unit

ed-front-over-south-china-sea-issue#:~:text=Overall%2C%20Marcos'%20state%20v

isit%20to,%E2%80%9Cunited%20front%E2%80%9D%20against%20China.
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