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5. Conclusion 

This study discussed ASEAN-China relations in the field of cooperation in resource 

development by looking at the two issues of international cooperation in the Mekong 

River Basin and the broader ASEAN-China cooperation in energy resource 

development. 

As laid out in the beginning of the study, the first goal was to accurately describe the 

political processes in the issue areas. The processes under consideration are the ones 

proposed by Keohane and Nye (1997) in their concept of complex interdependence, 

namely formation of the goals of the actors, instruments of state policy, agenda 

formation, and roles of international organizations and linkages of issues. In the 

Mekong River Basin, these processes are determined by the downstream countries’ 

(Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Vietnam) vulnerability and dependency on 

Chinese policies. Despite its strong position, China’s has recently expressed more 

understanding for concerns brought forward by the downstream countries, i.e. 

regarding hydropower development, water level and economic cooperation. China has 

made concessions by sharing water level data, supporting infrastructure developments 

domestically and abroad, but has also pursued his own interests by turning the Mekong 

River into a waterway for oil transportation and continuing its disputed hydropower 

developments.  

There are a number of political actors with partly overlapping claims of responsibility 

in the Mekong River Basin. Besides the nation states, the early 90s has seen the 

development of a number of international institutions with differences in membership, 

philosophies and international support. China has been found to be generally 

supportive of common development proposals and has played an important role in 
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promoting infrastructure cooperation within GMS and AMBDC initiatives. On the 

other hand, China has tried to evade MRC-led processes. This can be explained by 

Chinese preferences regarding how international policy-making is to be done. The 

MRC has a core of hard law, a considerable independent bureaucracy and it engages in 

regular popular consultations. The GMS and AMBDC on the other hand are driven by 

agreements made at summit and ministerial meetings. They conform better to the 

concept of national sovereignty and focus on pragmatic infrastructure development 

projects. This matches with the general finding that many ASEAN-China agreements 

are high-key and send strong signals, but in terms of charging the signatories with 

responsibilities or encroaching on their sovereign decision making power, these 

agreements have less impact. 

Dependencies in ASEAN-China relations in energy resource cooperation are reversed: 

China relies on oil imports and its dependence on foreign oil is expected to increase 

significantly in the next decades. Some ASEAN countries are resource-rich and the 

Chinese SOCs have already increased their presence in Indonesia, Myanmar, Malaysia, 

Vietnam, Thailand and Brunei. Southeast Asia is also important for China’s oil security 

as more than 90 percent of the oil from Africa and the Middle East are shipped through 

its waters. China is dependent on the US and its allies for the security of the SLOCs. 

This makes China highly vulnerable in times of political crisis, not only to the US but 

also to the countries in the area. China has accommodated to this dependency by 

making concession to ASEAN such as signing ASEAN-China Declaration on the 

Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea and engaging in pay-offs in other issue areas 

of ASEAN-China relations. It has been found that the ASEAN states could reap further 

profits in ASEAN-China relations by intensifying coordination in energy development 

policies. The ASEAN, through its ASEAN Centre for Energy, has played an important 

role in promoting energy infrastructure development and in Asian energy cooperation 
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processes, but it has not brought the ASEAN states to coordinate their concessions to 

foreign (Chinese) development companies. It has been found that the pattern of that has 

formed (namely leaving energy development agreements to bilateral negotiations) 

seriously reduces the ASEAN’s and its member’s bargaining power. 

The second goal of the study was to test the applicability of the concept of complex 

interdependence to ASEAN-China relations, respectively find out whether 

international politics in the region resemble the characteristics described by Keohane 

and Nye (1977). The concept was not initially written for political analysis in 

ASEAN-China relations. The biggest and most serious difference is surely that the 

theory was written for “relationships among pluralist democracies” and not autocratic 

regimes as China and some ASEAN member countries. Not surprisingly, it has 

repeatedly been found that the actors engaged in international politics are not as diverse 

as described by Keohane and Nye (1977). The only example of non-centrally controlled 

actors having considerable interests and power are regional and provincial 

governments in the Mekong River Basin. The institutional density in the Mekong River 

Basin led to complex and overlapping interests and coalitions. Provincial governments 

have more interest in cooperation and their standpoint is more similar to the one of its 

foreign neighbors than to the one put forward by Beijing. There had been divisions 

within the CCP and between the Yunnan regional government and the central 

government concerning the policy of ‘development at all cost.’ Water level 

management of the Mekong has already been admitted to be an important international 

issue and China agreed to cooperate with the downstream countries. China cooperating 

in the Mekong River Basin shows that China acknowledges its dependence on its 

Southeast Asian neighbors in other areas. This can be seen as an expression of what 

Keohane and Nye (2001) describe as the process of the distinction between domestic 

and foreign issues becoming more and more blurred. Could it be that, if China’s 
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well-being was to become more and more dependent on its Southeast Asian neighbors, 

ASEAN’s concerns must be accommodated and treated more like domestic concerns. 

Besides that, other possible actors such as the civil society or non-political international 

elites are not found to be decisive in ASEAN-China relations. This finding presents a 

serious caveat regarding the applicability of the concept of complex interdependence in 

ASEAN-China relations. Regional politics might not be as complex as envisioned. If 

the nation states are able to remain the only relevant actors in international politics, they 

can obviously retain more control over the international political processes, which 

therefore resemble more the traditional depiction of international politics and 

diplomacy. At the same time, the fact that nation states retain more control over 

international politics does not mean that the other elements of complex 

interdependence, e.g. unclear order of state goals and irrelevance of military power 

have to be dismissed as well. 

The strongest concordance between theory and the situation found in ASEAN-China 

relations has been found regarding the variance of goals and power resources between 

issue areas. With China being in a powerful position in the Mekong River Basin, this 

issue area is very suitable for China to exhibit its commitment to fostering common 

development. But as proposed by the concept of complex interdependence, the goals in 

one area have to be seen in light of the power distribution in other issue areas. China has 

very tangible interests in ASEAN – China resource cooperation, i.e. concerns over the 

control over energy resources and their transportation routes. For ASEAN on the other 

hand, cooperation in the Mekong River Basin is crucial. The different riparian states 

have differing but often overlapping interests, i.e. ensuring food security and regional 

economic development. In resources, ASEAN seeks to improve its energy security and 

find partners to develop its fossil reserves. The concept of complex interdependence 

helps recognizing these differences in interests between issue areas. 
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International regimes and institutions are thought to be of greater importance under 

complex interdependence than under traditional perspectives of international politics. 

They are important venues of bargaining and the concrete institutional setting and rules 

are important sources of power. The importance of international organizations is 

different in the two issue areas. With the exception of the MRC and the ASEAN Centre 

for Energy, the institutions in the two issue areas are rather passive. In other words, they 

do not have a considerable bureaucratic staff and are therefore very much dependent on 

the political support of the member states. Both the ASEAN members and China 

emphasize national sovereignty; even though technical tier-two meetings are 

widespread, evidence of these feeding back into the top-level cooperation processes has 

not been found, mainly because the delegates are not independent technocrats, but 

politically controlled bureaucrats. Furthermore, Keohane and Nye hold that institutions 

influence the agenda setting and can change the power distribution. This has been 

confirmed in the case of China-ASEAN relations in the issue areas. The ASEAN 

countries are in a strong position as many of the cooperation initiatives grew out of 

ASEAN institutions, based on ASEAN preferences and values. It is in this light that 

China’s maneuvering between different institutions in the Mekong River Basin can be 

understood. China as a latecomer to cooperation in Southeast Asia is trying to alter 

some of the institutional settings as these rules comprise considerable power. 

Institutions favored by China (GMS, AMBDC) have been seen as gaining importance 

at the cost of other regional institutions with less support from China (MRC). These 

processes must be interpreted as bargaining to change the institutional setting and seem 

perfectly reasonable in the light of Keohane and Nye’s thought. Interestingly, while the 

concept of complex interdependence helps understanding why the institutional setting 

in the region is changing, the direction of the changes is quite contrary to the 

expectation formulated by Keohane and Nye. Even though the ASEAN countries are in 
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a position that gives them great power in the regional political processes, the fate of 

institutions and regimes has increasingly become dependent on China’s support for 

them. The small countries (ASEAN) have not been able to sufficiently align their 

policies both in the Mekong River Basin as well as regarding resource development, 

leading to changes in the international institutional setting that favor Chinese interests. 

The third goal of the thesis was to gain insights into ASEAN-China relations by 

applying Keohane and Nye’s concept of complex interdependence. The major insight 

that has been revealed through the application of theory is the structure of asymmetrical 

interdependencies in ASEAN-China relations. The analysis of the dependency 

structures also enables a different understanding of the Sino-ASEAN rapprochement. 

The traditional explanation has two elements: China is securing a peaceful environment 

to implement its strategy of ‘develop first’ (as argued for example by Kuik 2005), 

and/or China is engaging in courtship for the ASEAN countries out of strategic 

considerations, i.e. increasing control of its periphery (Cheng and Zhang 2004 and 

Swaine and Tellis 2000 are examples of this view). In contrary this study and the 

opportunities/threats-matrix in China and ASEAN relations depicted in Table 14 

suggests that the proliferation of cooperation between China and ASEAN is much more 

a necessity imposed by the power distribution on the international level of analysis, an 

expression of the recognition of asymmetrical dependencies than of calculated foreign 

policy decisions. 

 

Table 14: Opportunities and Threats in ASEAN-China Cooperation 

China 

 Opportunity Threat 

A
SE

A
N

 

Opportunity Regional Security Resources, International Reputation 

Threat Economic and Strategic Dependency n.a. 
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If this understanding is accurate, what does it mean for the future of ASEAN-China 

relations? In line with complex interdependence, the argument is that China, by 

engaging in international politics, has opened up the door for non-domestic political 

actors influencing the foreign policy making options. In our example, China is not able 

to translate its overall power advantage into power in the other issue areas, and 

therefore needs to engage in trade-offs. Even though China has tried to minimize its 

vulnerability to dependence by centralizing and bureaucratizing foreign policy 

processes, it is still subject to the different power allocations in different issue areas. 

Unlike the grand strategies, which have been seen as decisive for China’s 

rapprochement with ASEAN, asymmetrical dependencies are here to stay. Foreign 

energy resources will be crucial for China not only in the short term, and it is expected 

that increased economic integration after the implementation of the FTA will lead to 

further regional specialization and dependencies. If China’s foreign policy is subject to 

dependency, its ability to domestically control its foreign policy is reduced. With partial 

dependency expected to persist, China will find it hard to change its general foreign 

policy stature. By replacing the grand strategy with dependency processes as the main 

influence driving China-ASEAN relations, the interdependence-perspective suggests 

that ASEAN-China relations are much more stable than under the traditional 

foreign-policy argument. This does not mean that relations with ASEAN are going to 

be always good and improving, as conflicts might rise as actors will strive to increase 

their shares of gains from transactions. 

Dependency patterns will change over time. The structure and system of 

ASEAN-China relations under asymmetrical interdependence is still very much in flux. 

Very much as Keohane and Nye (1977) predicted and in line with Aggarwal’s (1998) 

model of bargaining, institutional settings have become a major forum for political 

competition. It will therefore be especially interesting to observe the changes in the 
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regional institutional framework and provide more insight into China’s strategy in 

replying to these processes. How are the ASEAN countries and China going to trade off 

their gains from international cooperation and the loss of sovereign policy making 

power? 


