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◊  Southeast Asia confronts an increasingly uncertain 
future as it finds itself entangled in an intensifying China-
United States geopolitical competition, accentuated by 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

◊  China continues to expand its South China Sea 
interests while extending pandemic assistance to its 
Southeast Asian neighbours, presenting an ambiguous 
outlook of Beijing’s strategic intentions. 

◊ Due to the economic interests in a post-pandemic 
recovery phase, it is clear that members of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) will 
continue to diverge from internal unity on how best to 
deal with an uncertain China and the South China Sea 
issues.

◊  Simultaneously, the general sense of unease about 
China would ensure continued desire in Southeast 
Asia for the United States to maintain a robust security 
commitment to the region. This is more likely as the 
ASEAN members could confront financial austerity in the 
process of building defence and security self-reliance.

◊  However, the US security commitment to the region 
is mired in questions about the readiness of its forward-
deployed forces, especially the US Navy.

◊ Given the limitations of their internal security 
cooperation, ASEAN member states are likely to tap 
other extra-regional parties willing to step up defence 
and security involvement in Southeast Asia.

◊ This scenario could be equated with the US-
Iran tension, which has renewed the debate about 
Washington’s security commitments in the Indo-Pacific 
region in general and the Gulf and Middle East regions in 
particular. This Insight argues that the United States will 
continue to assert its global military presence, including 
bolstering its attention in the Gulf, but it will do so by 
placing greater emphasis on the burden-sharing roles 
by its allies and partners across the Indo-Pacific region. 

◊  Amid the US’s strategic uncertainties and intensifying 
Sino-US rivalry, the Insight argues that smaller countries 
in the Indian Ocean region and Southeast Asia are likely 
to adopt three approaches. One, they will seek to bolster 
their defence and security self-reliance as the primary 
form of insurance for their long-term national interests. 
Second, these countries will seek to deepen internal 
security cooperation. Third, these countries will seek to 
establish new defence and security linkages, or expand 
existing ones, with interested regional powers other 
than the United States, including India and Japan. 

◊  Irrespective of the outcome of such an arrangement, 
the Insight will argue that such inclusive architecture 
looks set to be the way forward in the foreseeable future, 
both in Southeast Asia and, perhaps, in the Gulf too.

Executive Summary
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The Issue
The countries across the Indo-Pacific region have been 
deeply affected not just by the economic fallout of 
Covid-19, but also due to the sweeping contingency 
measures undertaken to contain the pandemic. The 
Asian Development Bank forecasted in May 2020 a 
global economic impact of between US$5.8 trillion and 
US$8.8 trillion on global output, with the Asia-Pacific 
potentially incurring a cut of an estimated US$1.7 
trillion to US$2.5 trillion, which translates into the region 
accounting for 30% of the overall decline.1 Southeast 
Asia, which has been particularly reliant on exports 
and tourism, is especially affected by the economic 
downturn, which is poised to be worse than the Asian 
Financial Crisis in 1997 and the global financial crisis and 
economic recession in 2008. 

But the pandemic is not the only challenge that 
confronts Southeast Asia. The region has been facing 
tumultuous times in recent years, one that precedes 
the virus outbreak, especially the China-US trade 
war, which constitutes a part of the broader strategic 
rivalry between the two contending major powers of 
the world. For long, Southeast Asia has found itself in 
a peculiar situation. While being in between the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans is a geographical constant, so is 
its location as China’s “southern periphery” and a key 
arena of American economic and strategic interests. 
The pandemic merely aggravated the overall situation 
for Southeast Asia, forcing it to be trapped among the 
overarching imperative to contain the virus, embark on 
an economic recovery and the Sino-US rivalry. 

These issues have been complicated by Southeast 
Asia being far from a monolithic region. Despite some 
commentators trying to conflate Southeast Asia – a 
geographical region – and ASEAN – a politico-economic 
bloc of 10 Southeast Asian countries – the reality is far 
from it. One, Southeast Asia is made up of a plethora 
of countries that have different histories, political and 
sociocultural systems, and of course, different national 
interests and priorities that condition their respective 
approaches to day-to-day regional and international 
affairs. The Sino-US rivalry and the pandemic are 
additions to other tense undercurrents. Two, though 
ASEAN is often seen in the same vein as other developed 
and institutionalised regional blocs such as the European 
Union, the truth is again far from it. 

While many strides had been made over the decades 
since its inception in 1967 in terms of internal conflict 
prevention and economic integration, ASEAN fares 
especially low in politico-military linkages. Unlike the 
European Union, which has a common security and 

defence policy, ASEAN has no equivalent pact. Besides 
the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, which lays 
down fundamental norms and principles on interstate 
relations, the ASEAN Political-Security Community 
vision 2025, as well as internal bodies such as the ASEAN 
Defence Ministerial Meeting, and the latest ASEAN 
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific are mechanisms which 
allow individual member states to pursue their own 
foreign and defence policies as their national interests 
see fit. There could be convergences of these policies 
with the abovementioned ASEAN documents, but they 
are not necessarily aligned.

This leaves Southeast Asia – particularly the 10 ASEAN 
members – in a rather delicate situation in a post-
pandemic world where persistent Sino-US rivalry 
may be the new normal, irrespective of the outcome 
of the November 2020 US presidential election.2 
Some commentators warn of intensifying strategic 
uncertainties for Southeast Asia as a result of these 
two factors.3 This prognosis is not without merit in the 
foreseeable future when one considers persistent mixed 
signals emanating from Beijing regarding its long-term 
strategic intentions and the long-term viability of the US 
security presence in Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific 
at large, amid the long-drawn economic fallout from the 
pandemic in the backdrop.

China’s Carrot and Stick Policy
Despite commencing its economic liberalisation process 
in the 1980s, China’s long-term strategic intentions 
have presented a murky picture for Southeast Asia. The 
end of the Cold War, not long after the ruling communist 
party’s clampdown on domestic dissent during the 
Tiananmen Square uprising, ushered in an uncertain 
security landscape in Southeast Asia. Over the decades 
and successive crises – the Asian Financial Crisis in the 
1990s, the post-9/11 global campaign against terror, 
and the global economic recession in 2008 – Beijing 
has shown both a confusing mixture of goodwill and 
bellicosity in its dealings with ASEAN members. While 
economic and connectivity cooperation has been the 
centerpiece of such relations, politico-security linkages 
remain nascent and prospects for improvement are 
mired in an environment characterised by a trust deficit.

This trust deficit was most evident during the Asian 
Financial Crisis in 1997. Beijing refrained from 
devaluation of its currency that partially helped cushion 
the economic impact on Southeast Asian countries. 
However, it also embarked on a creeping mode of 
expansionism in the South China Sea. In particular, 
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Chinese forces occupied, built and militarised structures 
in the Mischief Reef, which is located within the 
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone, when Manila was 
reeling from the economic crisis. 

In the current pandemic scenario, while Beijing is 
providing coronavirus assistance to Southeast Asia, 
it continues to push forth a bellicose agenda in the 
South China Sea. This includes the establishment of 
administrative districts in the Paracel and Spratly Islands 
groups and undertaking diplomatic coercion against its 
Southeast Asian co-claimants such as Malaysia. These 
moves appear to have been conceived even before the 
coronavirus outbreak. 

In fact, China has steadily switched to a more assertive, 
muscular approach in the South China Sea following 
the ascent of President Xi Jinping in 2012, when he 
emphasised the urgency to more resolutely safeguard 
China’s maritime sovereignty and rights.4 In the lead-up 
to the coronavirus outbreak, and amidst the spiralling 
downturn in Sino-US relations, China conducted a series 
of coercive diplomatic campaigns, first against Vietnam 
over Vanguard Bank which is within the Southeast Asian 
country’s EEZ, and then against Indonesia over the 
Natuna Island waters.

While little could be expected of the ASEAN in putting 
up a united front to push back against China’s South 
China Sea moves,5 the onus falls squarely on the 
individual Southeast Asian governments on how 
best to deal with China now and in the long run, post-
pandemic. Even though there are sufficient reasons to 
push for economic diversification beyond China – both 
in terms of investments and market access – the Sino-
US trade war, before and after the pandemic, exposed 
grave vulnerabilities stemming from over-reliance on 
the Asian giant. 

This means Southeast Asian economies will continue 
to be closely linked with China’s in the foreseeable 
future. In fact, some of the regional governments have 
already envisaged China’s role in their post-pandemic 
economic recovery.6 This would mean more or less the 
same internal divisions as ASEAN members weigh their 
respective national interests against their economic and 
political ties with China and the South China Sea issues.

This situation of ASEAN being divided on the South China 
Sea issue looks set to persist for the foreseeable future, 
even after the proposed Code of Conduct – envisaged 
to promote peace and stability and practical security 
cooperation between China and the ASEAN members in 
the South China Sea – is promulgated. Individual ASEAN 
members have long recognised the inherent limitations 
of the bloc and harbored no illusion about a collective 
stance. 

Behind the veil of diplomatic niceties that characterise 
public dealings between China and ASEAN (and its 
member states), there have been national self-help 
policies that Southeast Asian governments traditionally 
implement to insure against the perceived Chinese 
security challenge (especially in the case of Vietnam) 
and other evolving geopolitical uncertainties. One 
obvious national self-help policy would be defence 
and security buildups by the ASEAN members. But for 
Southeast Asian claimants in the South China Sea, who 
are concerned about the Chinese challenge, an arms race 
is a non-starter given the wide gulf in annual defence 
spending between Beijing and its ASEAN counterparts. 
This asymmetry persists even though China has lately 
decided to reduce its defence spending to 6.6%, the 
lowest in three decades, due to the economic slowdown.7 

While the defence budget cut is a factor, China’s existing 
naval capabilities are already posing major problems 
for its South China Sea rivals and potentially to extra-
regional actors such as the United States. The People’s 
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) has, for instance, grown 
its major surface combatant fleet from a total of 64 
mostly Cold War-vintage ships in 2005 to 87 mostly 
newly built, modern and capable ones in 2019, including 
an operational aircraft carrier.8 This contrasts with a 
slight decline from 291 to 286 Battle Force ships over the 
same timeframe for the US Navy.9 Thus, with its existing 
capabilities, the PLAN has generally become better 
prepared for combat operations in China’s near-seas, 
including the South China Sea, while simultaneously 
conducting limited expeditionary force projection into 
the far-seas, such as the Indian Ocean region. 

To compound the situation, as Southeast Asian 
governments scramble to contain the pandemic 
and its economic fallout, future defence funding is 
beset by uncertainties. With a few exceptions, such 
as Singapore and Vietnam, it is worth pointing out 
that ASEAN countries have generally devoted fewer 
national resources to defence appropriations than to 
socioeconomic welfare programmes. The pandemic 
looks set to reinforce this pattern of government 
expenditures as regional authorities earmark more 
funds, even if that comes at the expense of incurring 
higher budget deficits, towards providing fiscal stimuli 
to mitigate the fallout and to promote post-pandemic 
economic rebound. In the process, defence spending 
looks set to become one of the sacrificial lambs. 

Initial signs of what is in store for defence spending 
in the pandemic era have become apparent lately. For 
instance, Thailand announced in April that it will slash 
its FY2021 naval budget by 33% – about US$129 million 
– to help the government fund Covid-19 economic 
policies.10 Indonesia – which is not a party to the South 
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China Sea conflict, but has seen Chinese diplomatic 
coercion in the Natuna waters lately – has reduced its 
defense budget by US$590 million.11

The Philippines, a South China Sea claimant, first 
indicated that it would not be making any defence 
budget cuts, to ensure major continued arms 
acquisitions and general operational readiness.12 But 
the country’s defence secretary, plausibly reflecting 
growing recognition within the Philippines’ government 
that the pandemic-induced economic impact could be 
worse than imagined, appeared to backtrack by pointing 
out that acquisition projects that had not yet been 
contracted could be postponed.13

US Presence – Down, But Not Out
The jury is still out on how these fiscal austerity 
measures would eventually impinge upon Southeast 
Asian countries’ force capacity development and 
readiness. This applies not just for the militaries but 
also for paramilitary services such as coastguards. Such 
defence cuts might not have been a major issue in the 
past, especially since the end of the Cold War, given 
the Southeast Asian governments’ reliance on extra-
regional military presence as a countervailing balance 
against potential regional hegemons. This is particularly 
true of the US military, which has played a pivotal role as 
an ‘offshore balancer’ in Southeast Asia. 

However, President Donald Trump’s policies towards 
East Asia since he took office in January 2017 have 
caused a fair amount of trepidation in Southeast Asia 
over the US’s security commitments to the region. For 
example, there were initial concerns that Washington 
would trade US rollback on the South China Sea for 
Beijing’s cooperation on the North Korean issue.14 This 
later proved unfounded. Since President Trump assumed 
office, the US Navy stepped up freedom of navigation 
operations that challenged China’s excessive maritime 
claims in the South China Sea – four maneuvers in 2017, 
five in 2018, eight in 2019 and five between January-
May 2020.15

The Trump administration’s unveiling of the ‘Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific’ concept also carves out a critical 
role for Southeast Asia, with China’s South China Sea 
behaviour partly in mind. The release of the National 
Security Strategy in 2017 and National Defence Strategy 
in 2018 more concretely identified China as a strategic 
peer competitor, with the US Indo-Pacific Command 
(INDOPACOM) being tasked to serve as a counterforce 
in the long term. 

Putting aside the optics of President Trump’s apparent 
lack of personal enthusiasm in the ASEAN-led regional 
forums, such as his absence at the East Asian Summit 
in November 2019, it is clear that on the military-
strategic front the INDOPACOM has been attempting 
to keep up the US’s active involvement. But questions 
abound about the long-term sustainability of this level 
of engagement following a spate of accidents involving 
US Navy vessels, such as the USS John S. McCain, which 
suffered a fatal collision with a merchant tanker off 
Singapore in August 2017. The incident gave rise to 
concerns about the state of readiness of the forward-
deployed units of the US Navy, particularly the Japan-
based 7th Fleet. It highlighted the perennial challenge 
of stretching a finite pool of assets and manpower for an 
ever-expanding theatre of security duties at the expense 
of crew recuperation and scheduled ship maintenance, 
repairs and overhaul.16

Barely three years after the McCain incident and just as 
the US Navy was coming to grips with the fleet readiness 
challenge, the USS Theodore Roosevelt was stricken by 
Covid-19 infections, resulting in its cutting short of its 
missions and eventually sidelining in Guam, thereby 
bringing the question of US military readiness to the 
fore of public attention. By late April 2020, the US Navy 
listed a total of 26 battle force ships being infected, 
even though, with the exception of the Theodore 
Roosevelt case, none of the ships with reported cases 
were deployed.17 Citing operational security concerns, 
the US Navy later ceased announcing individual ships, 
bases or units with infections. 

In the meantime, US defense and military leaders sought 
to assure that force posture remains unaffected despite 
the infections, warning adversaries that it would be a 
“terrible, tragic mistake” if they attempt to test American 
military readiness.18 The helicopter assault ship USS 
America, embarking the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit 
and F-35B Lightning II joint strike fighters, conducted an 
exercise in the South China Sea alongside an Australian 
frigate. This took place close to where Malaysia and 
China were engaged in a standoff over the energy 
drillship West Capella, off the Sarawak coast, which 
was followed by two littoral combat ships conducting 
maneuvers close to the platform.19 In one month, the US 
Navy conducted three freedom of navigation operations 
to challenge China’s South China Sea claims.20 The US 
Navy also announced plans to proceed with the Rim of 
the Pacific exercise in Hawaii.

There are signs that the US Navy, hardest hit of all 
armed services by Covid-19, is gradually returning to 
its normal routine. The Theodore Roosevelt returned 
after being sidelined in Guam for almost two months. 
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The fleet is also adapting lessons learnt from the 
Theodore Roosevelt debacle to minimise risks to other 
vessels.21 Notwithstanding these positive indications, 
however, full military readiness would be elusive until 
the threat of the pandemic subsides and widespread 
tests are conducted on all personnel across the armed 
services, which would take time.22 Moreover, the current 
tempo of operations was made possible by stretching 
existing ‘healthy’ assets and manpower, which could 
have downstream effects by undermining routine 
maintenance and overhaul schedules (which have 
already posed challenges to the US defence industry), 
and not least, hurting the morale amongst the service 
personnel.23

The Theodore Roosevelt episode also casts doubts in 
the Indo-Pacific region about US military readiness to 
respond to regional crises. Therefore, to reassure regional 
allies and partners of its commitment, the Pentagon 
and the INDOPACOM, in particular, have sought to 
portray a ‘business as usual’ posture. It is possible to 
envisage US military readiness rebounding from the 
pandemic before the end of 2020, as the Pentagon and 
respective armed services enact measures to overcome 
the ‘learning curve’ in containing the pandemic within 
the rank and file. However, for the foreseeable future, 
additional pandemic response measures would slow 
down the operational tempo of the forward-deployed 
units. 

Finally, it is crucial to highlight that, notwithstanding 
its importance from Washington’s strategic standpoint, 
the South China Sea – and Southeast Asia at large – 
constitutes merely one of the many geographical areas 
of interest to the United States. Compared to China, 
which has been able to harness its national power to 
devote more attention to Southeast Asia, the United 
States finds itself having to stretch its finite resources 
across global responsibilities. In order to direct more 
resources to the Indo-Pacific, which has been the 
intention of the Trump administration, Washington 
would most plausibly have to sacrifice some other areas 
of responsibilities. 

For instance, the US military drawdown from Afghanistan 
– which is supposed to allow the Pentagon to realign 
forces to the priority Indo-Pacific theatre – remains 
fraught with uncertainties.24 Tensions with Iran have 
lately seen two of the US Navy’s aircraft carriers tied 
down in the Gulf region.25 Elsewhere, in Europe, the 
growing Russian security challenge has seen a clarion 
call for the US military to devote more resources in 
support of European allies and security partners on the 
continent.26

Conclusion – Relevance to the Gulf
In the midst of the intensifying Sino-US rivalry and the 
Covid-19 pandemic, which sees an increasingly assertive 
and unpredictable China, as well as questions the 
future readiness of the US military forces in the region 
(and those of the regional countries), Southeast Asia 
confronts an uncertain future. This leaves the ASEAN 
members with a few options, which could be relevant in 
some way to the Gulf region as well. 

Overarching among these would be the fundamental 
effort of maintaining strategic autonomy, which entails 
allowing national interests to dictate foreign policies. 
This means choosing the optimal circumstances, not 
necessarily driven by ideology, to collaborate with 
different external parties, when national interests 
demand such an arrangement. 

Such options would include, first and foremost, national 
self-help – strengthening one’s own national defence 
and security capacities. In other words, it means 
attempting to ensure defence and security self-reliance. 
This is certain to be challenging since Southeast Asian 
governments had already placed greater emphasis on 
socioeconomic than defense needs, even before the 
outbreak of Covid-19. The added complication is that the 
anticipated climate of financial austerity induced by the 
pandemic is likely to make any attempt at increasing the 
defence expenditure an arduous task in the foreseeable 
future.

The next option is to band together in a collective security 
effort either between or among the ASEAN members. 
While the ASEAN, as a regional bloc, could foster practical 
security cooperation in areas where there is consensus 
among the member states, there would be some ‘no-go’ 
areas that are deemed too sensitive for any meaningful 
progress to be achieved. The South China Sea disputes 
could be among such sensitive issues. The prospect of 
an ASEAN-wide approach towards the South China Sea 
remains elusive given the divergent national interests 
discussed earlier. The inherent structural limitations of 
ASEAN’s institutional structure makes progress difficult 
on more ‘traditional’ security issues such as those 
revolving around the South China Sea. This limitation 
is particularly relevant to dealing with transnational 
security challenges such as violent extremism.

This means Southeast Asian countries will continue 
to seek help from extra-regional parties to maintain 
peace and stability, not least in the context of the South 
China Sea. Extra-regional involvement comes in two 
main forms. The first is assistance towards defence and 
security capacity building, especially in the maritime 
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security domain. The second is general military presence 
aimed at dissuading or countering the emergence of 
regional hegemons. 

This second form of extra-regional parties’ involvement 
has been instrumental in the ASEAN’s bid to promote a 
regional architecture that emphasises inclusivity – the 
idea that every regional party has a stake in maintaining 
peace and stability.27 However, it is necessary to point 
out that extra-regional military presence in Southeast 
Asia should be distinguished from direct policing role. 
The ASEAN members guard their national sovereignty 
and territorial integrity so zealously that allowing extra-
regional parties to police their maritime domain would 
be a nonstarter given the external and domestic political 
costs.28

Besides the United States, which has for decades played 
a pivotal role as an ‘offshore balancing power’ in the 
region, there is now a larger slate of willing extra-regional 
parties looking at playing a bigger role in contributing 
to peace and stability in and around Southeast Asia. 
Australia, France, India, and Japan, to name a few, have 
in recent times either expanded or started establishing 
their security roles. With the intensifying Sino-US rivalry, 
there is now much more room for the involvement of 
these and other extra-regional parties. 

In effect, this approach offers ASEAN governments a 
‘third way’ of not necessarily being forced to choose 
between China and the United States. Simultaneously, 
the increased involvement of other actors also helps 
alleviate the burden on America’s security commitment 
to the region, especially in a milieu where the US’s long-
term military readiness is a concern. 

While the context may differ, Southeast Asia’s lessons 
might be meaningfully applied to the adjacent Indo-
Pacific subregions, such as the Gulf, which is made up of 
relatively smaller countries compared to Iran, all sharing 
competitive or conflictual, rather than cooperative, ties. 

The Gulf, which is home to the world’s key sea lines of 
communication (SLOCs) that are critically important for 
international energy trade, could be compared to the 
strategic waterways of Southeast Asia such as those in 
the South China Sea. This is of course both a boon and 
a bane. It makes the Gulf, just like the South China Sea, 
an arena of geopolitical competition. Simultaneously, 
the international attention on these maritime domains 
could sometimes help in forestalling the likelihood of 
armed conflict. This is particularly true since disruption 
to the SLOCs would entail major global ramifications. 

Besides the traditional Western powers such as the 
United States, European parties have for long been 

involved in the Gulf. India is also stepping up its role 
as a ‘net security provider’, using its expanded military, 
especially naval, capabilities in the Indian Ocean region, 
which remains New Delhi’s primary area of maritime 
responsibility. 

The role of China is equally important. Since its first 
counter-piracy naval deployment to the Horn of Africa in 
2008, it has gradually stepped up its role in contributing 
towards international security. Its growing presence in 
the Indian Ocean is not always perceived as benign.29 
Since China is not a resident maritime power and has 
no direct seaboard to the Indian Ocean, the potential to 
expand its geopolitical interests in the region would be 
undercut by an Indian Ocean resident power like India 
and other robust extra-regional military powers. 

Together, this could help mitigate the fallout of any 
further US disengagement or Sino-US rivalry on the Gulf 
countries, even if the threats are not identical to those 
experienced by the Southeast Asia countries.
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