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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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Would Marcos’s Dialogue Promises Bring Peace and

Stability to the South China Sea?
Nian Peng

On 8 April, Philippine President Marcos Jr stated in an interview with reporters in

Bacolod city, Negros Occidental, that the Philippines remains committed to

maintaining open communication with China and is making every effort to engage

with the Chinese leadership to deescalate tensions in the South China Sea (SCS).

▲Philippine Coast Guard personnel prepare rubber fenders after Chinese Coast Guard vessels blocked their way

to a resupply mission at the Second Thomas Shoal in the South China Sea, on 5 March 2024. (Adrian

Portugal/Reuters).

He further clarified that the joint military drill conducted by the US, Japan, Australia

and the Philippines in the SCS was aimed at strengthening coordination between the

four navies. He also said that the exercise would help deter aggression of Chinese

Coast Guard (CCG) ships in the area.

Following the US’s lead

This is the most recent statement by Marcos on SCS disputes and is quite different

from his previous harsh position, as he appears to have adopted a more conciliatory
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tone to pursue peace and stability in the SCS. Why? The main reasons are: one, to be

in step with the US’s resumption of military exchanges with China, and two, to reduce

war anxiety at home.

It is worth noting that recently, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and the

US Army have resumed security consultations after a hiatus of some time. This sends

a clear message that both giant rivals, the US and China, fully realise the high risks of

military confrontation, either in the SCS or in the Taiwan Strait, and are committed to

preventing the crisis from escalating to clashes and even war. Therefore, in the

tradition of bandwagoning, the Philippines followed the US and took measures to

reduce tensions with China.

Nonetheless, neither the US nor the Philippines have given up their deterrence

strategies toward China. Instead, they have taken more military action to deter China’s

“offensives” in the SCS.

This can be inferred from the views of the Armed Forces of the Philippines, which

stated that the main objective of the US-Japan-Australia-Philippines military exercise

was to demonstrate “the participating countries’ commitment to strengthen regional

and international cooperation in support of a free and open Indo-Pacific through

interoperability exercises in the maritime domain”. Philippine officers have also said

that they need more joint military exercises with their allies and partners in the future.

China responds with combat patrols of its own

However, such so-called “military deterrence” has failed to compel China to retreat

from the SCS. In response, China has in fact strengthened its military combat

readiness in the SCS, such as by conducting the recent joint naval and air combat

patrol conducted by the Southern Theater Command on 8 April, the same day as the

US-Japan-Australia-Philippine military exercise.

Hence, the joint military exercises that the Philippines conducted with the US and its

allies, either bilaterally or multilaterally, have not only failed to decrease China’s

“offensives” but also incited its “aggressiveness”.
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Since the escalation of tensions in the SCS, war anxiety over SCS disputes has

prevailed in Philippine society. More recently, Imee Marcos, sister of Marcos Jr and

chair of the Philippine Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, voiced her

disagreement with the Marcos government’s recent measures to counter China in the

SCS, arguing that such actions were leading the country “down a dangerous path”.

Therefore, Marcos had to placate his critics by sending peace messages.

The Philippines’ attempts to take the moral high ground

In fact, it is not unprecedented for the Philippines to issue statements seeking dialogue

with China after provoking it. In other words, this is a typical tactic employed by

Marcos in attempting to seize the moral upper hand. This approach is designed to

portray the Philippines as a peaceful advocate, while China is described as an

“aggressor” and to shift the blame for tensions and conflicts to China.

An instance of this tactic could be seen from the telephone call between foreign

ministers of China and the Philippines in December 2023 and the 8th Bilateral

Consultation Mechanism on the South China Sea (BCM) meeting in Shanghai in

January this year.

The Philippines initiated a request for dialogue during the call, and China responded

positively by actively promoting it. However, the Philippines subsequently

backtracked from its commitments and persisted in provocative actions, resulting in

the situation in the SCS deteriorating even further compared to that of the previous

year.

Now, Manila seems to be repeating this tactic. If the Philippines truly aims to resume

dialogue with China to de-escalate tensions in the SCS, it must stop holding military

exercises with extra-regional countries and stop making provocations in the disputed

waters.

Jeopardising Beijing-Manila trust

The first joint exercises between the four navies of the Philippines, the US, Japan, and

Australia have not only heightened SCS tensions but also further undermined the

political trust between China and the Philippines. Such military actions are
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incompatible with creating a conducive atmosphere for the resumption of dialogue

between the two countries, and it is challenging for China to have full faith in

Marcos’s sincerity regarding bilateral dialogue.

Even worse, there will be more diplomatic and military actions between the

Philippines, the US and Japan in the next few days, mainly including the first

US-Japan-Philippine leaders summit on 11 April and the annual “Balikatan” exercise

between the US and the Philippines on 22 April- 8 May, which will definitely escalate

tensions in the SCS.

Although the Philippines could place greater pressure on China and secure greater

benefits from closer alignment with the US and Japan, such a selfish approach is

highly dangerous and risky and jeopardises Beijing-Manila trust.

To date, the SCS dispute has been edging closer to the brink of military confrontations;

there are fewer effective measures to halt this momentum. Thus, the self-restraint of

all claimants and external actors and the resumption of peace talks between China and

the Philippines are needed more than ever. It is imperative that the Philippines stops

its provocations and returns to the dialogue track.

The article was first published at Think China, Singapore, Apr.11, 2024,
https://www.thinkchina.sg/would-marcoss-dialogue-promises-bring-peace-and-stabili
ty-south-china-sea.
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