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摘要 

 

本文主要之研究欲透過檢證和批判性的比較，探討後冷戰時期中國大陸與東協國家國

際關係之變遷與發展。中國為追求其國家利益而改善與東協的外交關係，東協亦因國

際情勢而調整其對中國之外交政策，即是自中國大陸政策隨著國際情勢的變化亦有調

整，即是不同以往的冷戰時期防堵共產勢力，而是轉變為因應全球化挑戰之東亞區域

合作。因此，中國大陸與東協積極加強互利合作關係，而主要於經濟領域。 

中國大陸持續加強與周邊國家之外交關係，為其國際外交之重點，在某些國際場合，

中國大陸需要東盟國家的支持，以確保其能於國際事務上有一定的影響力。中國大陸

與東協合作的進展主要體現在平等，互利的原則。以「中國大陸-東協自由貿易區」

為例，中國大陸與東協之經濟合作能提升為更緊密的關係。 

然而，地區在繁榮與發展的背後，仍存在著許多影響區域安全的變化。中國大陸與東

協國家現今仍持續存在著南海領土爭議，這說明經濟合作可能無法完全避免政治衝突，

反而可能會進一步破壞經濟關係。 

關鍵字: 中國-東協關係、後冷戰時期、中國東協經濟合作、南海爭端 
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Abstract 

 

This paper is based on examination and critical comparison that attempts to explain 

potential effects and interrelated variables of China’s international relations with ASEAN 

members in the post-Cold War period. Both China and ASEAN have sought to improve the 

international relationships with each other for its national interest in this region. ASEAN’s 

policy on China has also been adjusted due to international circumstances; namely, the 

situations turn into East Asia regional cooperation for global challenges instead of 

preventing the Communist power in the Cold War period. Consequently, China and 

ASEAN has been active in reciprocal cooperation with each other, especially in economic 

fields. 

China enhancing its relations with its neighboring countries has been the pivot in its 

international diplomacy since 1996. On some international occasions, China expects the 

support from its ASEAN neighbors to have leverage in international affairs. The progress 

in China-ASEAN cooperation mainly lies in the principle of equality and mutual benefit. 

Beginning with the uncontroversial issues like CAFTA, China and ASEAN economic 

cooperation was enhanced to closer relations.  

However, there are still threats to regional security behind the prosperous and 

greatly-developed region. The territorial disputes over the South China Sea territory 

between China and ASEAN members still exist today. That indicates economic 

cooperation might not completely avoid political conflict, but might further destroy the 

economic relations. 

Key Words: China-ASEAN relations, post-Cold War period, China-ASEAN economic 

cooperation, South China Sea disputes
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Motivation 

China’s economic reform starting in1978 has brought tremendous prosperity to 

the country. When the world witnessed its rapid rate of economic growth, China’s 

clout also contributed to the economic cooperation and growth in the Asia-Pacific 

region. On the other hand, the U.S. influence in the region was declining with 

China’s emerging power. (Kwan, C. H., 1994) 

China’s soaring economic growth undoubtedly has a great impact on Southeast 

Asia, which also drew attention of the countries in the Asia Pacific region, 

especially the U.S. As China’s clout in world economy continues to rise, however, 

Southeast Asian neighbors fear about China’s economic influence and political 

stature. Hence, to counterbalance the U.S. influence in the region and wipe out 

the panic and suspicion from its surrounding states, China needs to enhance the 

level of economic cooperation in the regional and the world economy. As a 

consequence, China has been actively participating in regional or global 

economic cooperation. In addition to Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 

in 1991, China also became a member of World Trade Organization (WTO) in 

2001 and even signed Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) to boost economic 

development of the country and the region. Unlike WTO, APEC offers high 

interdependence and flexibility to China. 

As the trend of regional integration in the Asia-Pacific region grows, the 

cooperative mechanism between China and Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) become the center of attention. Since China realizes the 

importance of Southeast Asia in terms of economic cooperation, it gradually 

develops a vital role in the Asia-Pacific region and owns a decisive position in 
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this region. As a regional power, China’s clout becomes a threat to such powers 

as the U.S., Russia, Japan, and India. In 1997, therefore, the new international 

environment forced China to shift foreign policy focus to Southeast Asia by 

joining China-ASEAN Free Trade Area (CAFTA), the China-ASEAN framework, 

the ASEAN+3 platform, the East Asian Summit (EAS) and ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF). China’s move toward a FTA with ASEAN indicates the pivot of 

foreign policy in this region. Therefore, the aim of this research is to probe into 

the development of China’s foreign policy toward ASEAN in the context of the 

rise of China. 

1.2. Purpose 

China and ASEAN nations which contain the diversity in ethnicity, religion, 

history, political system and geography are the most diverse and dynamic 

countries in the world. Furthermore, disparity in development and economic 

scales persists throughout Southeast Asia region. There are also different 

constraints on transportation, telecommunication and energy network, making 

China-ASEAN regional interconnection more difficult. (Egberink, Frans-Paul van 

der Putten, 2011) 

However, China is obviously filled with ambition to look for regional economic 

cooperation to be a pivotal role in this region. As a consequence, China 

proactively has participated in all types of regional cooperative mechanisms and 

international cooperation events to raise its profile. The 1997 Asian Financial 

Crisis was succeeded by the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) framework in 1999. 

Within the framework, China and ASEAN held a series of monetary and 

economic cooperation. By 2010, the volume of Chinese export to ASEAN was 

pushed to USD$ 138.207 billion due to China-ASEAN Free Trade Area. And 
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China’s export to ASEAN rose sharply from 2010 to 2012; total exports increased 

to USD204.272 billion in 2012. (Jiang Jialin, 2013) The ASEAN thus has become 

China’s fifth biggest trading partner, and China also evolves to be one of the 

largest trading nations for the ASEAN member states. Both sides obtain harvest 

tangible economic benefits from the collaboration in trade. 

There are over 50 million overseas Chinese spreading around the world, making 

them the largest migrant population on the globe. And approximately 30 million 

overseas Chinese live in ASEAN member nations. (Greater Pacific Capital LLP, 

2013) In light of geographic and historical proximity, it’s beneficial for overseas 

Chinese businessesmen to invest in Southeast Asia. Since Deng Xiaoping’s 

“Southern Tour” to Southeast Asia in 1992, China has attracted a great deal of 

investment from Southeast Asia with low-cost labor and large domestic market, 

urging China-ASEAN economic cooperation to enhance the capabilities of 

economies to develop the international investment sector. (Samphantharak, 2011) 

On the other hand, increasingly tense territorial issue has been always a big 

concern between China and Southeast Asian nations. Territorial disputes in 

resource-rich South China Sea began to emerge in the 1980s. Until the present, 

rival territorial claims in the disputed areas are still often heard every now and 

then. According to M. Taylor Fravel, “Analysis of China’s dispute behavior bears 

directly on the future of peace and stability in East Asia. Behavior in territorial 

disputes is a fundamental indicator of whether a state is pursuing status quo or 

revisionist foreign policies, an issue of increasing importance in light of China’s 

rising power.”(Fravel, 2005) To diminish internal friction and gain support from 

its neighboring countries, China is engaged on the development of “good 

neighbor diplomacy” It is obvious that China seeks to enhance mutual trust and 
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maintain a cooperative diplomatic posture with ASEAN nations in the emphasis 

of its peaceful development. Hence, China’s good neighbor diplomacy indicates 

the emphasis of China’s foreign policy on ASEAN nations. At last, the research 

will focus on the three main research questions. 

Research Question I: What are the causes of China’s change in its foreign 

relations with ASEAN? 

Research Question II: What is the difference of China’s foreign relations with 

ASEAN before and after the post-Cold War period? 

Research Question III: What is the influence of China’s change in its international 

relations with ASEAN in the post-Cold War era? 

This research examines China’s relations with ASEAN in terms of political and 

economic perspective as a main body of research, aiming to discover China’s 

foreign relations with ASEAN in the post-Cold War era. To better understand the 

context of China’s international relations with ASEAN, the research direction will 

mainly focus on four parts; first, to probe into China-ASEAN relations through 

the process of literature review; secondly, to examine China’s foreign relations 

with ASEAN in view of regional security and China-ASEAN security 

cooperation; thirdly, to analyze China’s international relations with ASEAN in 

terms of economic cooperation and several related China-ASEAN cooperative 

mechanisms; lastly, to explore the influence that China has brought on ASEAN 

during the post-Cold War period. 

1.3. Literature Review 

Literature in this field mostly centers on China’s relations with its neighboring 

nations. Yet, most literature focuses less on the influence of China on its 

international relations with ASEAN nations. Consequently, this research aims to 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

P a g e  | 5 
 

 
 

explore the intention and achievement of China’s foreign relations toward 

ASEAN while China’s clout is rising. 

Before diving into the study, preliminaries should be made for review of 

China-ASEAN relations. Over the past several centuries, China had imperially 

influenced in Southeast Asia region with the well-known “tribute system”. With 

the Opium Wars, the world witnessed the decline of Qing dynasty. Later, after the 

end of World War II, many Southeast Asian countries gained their independence 

from the western colonial powers. Despite the withdrawal of European 

colonialism, China’s ties with these Southeast Asian states didn’t return to 

China-centered tribute system of pre-19th century. On the contrary, China, along 

with these newly independent Southeast Asian nations, faced global political 

competition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union in the Cold War era.  

Scholars have different views on motives of China’s international relations with 

ASEAN. Cheng (2011), in his “Sino-ASEAN Relations in the Early Twenty-first 

Century”, analyzes Sino-ASEAN relations during post-Cold War era through 

historical documents. Asia has seen the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and 

ASEAN was the cornerstone of regional stability and security, and was 

considered a crucial role in Asia-Pacific region for a period. 

Chwee (2005), in his “Multilateralism in China’s ASEAN Policy: Its Evolution, 

Characteristics, and Aspiration”, provides a detailed account of China’s active 

participation in regional organizations. The China-ASEAN ties has reached a 

peak in the 1990s. Many countries imposed economic sanction against China due 

to Tiananmen crackdown. The international circumstance left China no choice but 

to actively develop its relations with foreign countries to break its isolation by 

participating in many international activities after 1989. To increase its presence 
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in international affairs, China’s first step is to continue to promote ties with 

ASEAN by attending multi-field and multilevel platforms. After the China 

Comprehensive Economic Cooperation was signed in 2002, China realized that it 

could establish a favorable image and forge mutually beneficial relationships with 

major powers in this region by integrating with multilateral institutions. (Astarita, 

2008) 

Ba (2003), in her “China and ASEAN: Renavigating Relations for a 21st-century 

Asia”, also pointed it out that economic competitiveness, trade, and regional 

security of Southeast Asia grows to be closely relevant to China, which affects 

China’s foreign relations with ASEAN. Besides, China’s ASEAN diplomacy 

reflects some short-and long-term plans on domestic and regional stability, 

economic development to counterbalance U.S. influence on ASEAN. The 

1997-1999 Asian financial crisis was a turning point in China-ASEAN relations. 

During the crisis, ASEAN suffered from a setback, and some member states even 

lost confidence in ASEAN’s capacity. Yet, the crisis gave China an opportunity to 

show its regional leadership and further strengthened its ties with Southeast Asian 

countries in the meanwhile by providing the assistance to the acute need and 

stabilizing the region. The act turned the lukewarm relationship into the level of 

annual ASEAN plus China summit. Most importantly, ASEAN adjusted its 

relationship with China, the U.S., and Japan. (Baviera, 1999) 

During the post-Cold War era, China had undergone economic reforms and 

open-door policy under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership. “China’s successful 

implementation of economic reform and the open-door policy, in generating high 

growth and more trade and investment, is making a significant impact on the 

international economy; particularly China’s neighboring economies in the 
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Asia-Pacific region.” (Wong, 1995) On the other hand, China turned into a 

stabilizing force in the region with its remarkable economic growth. The country 

thus committed to be a responsible power and a contributor of security, stability 

and prosperity for the region. To keep its promise, China provided economic aid 

to Southeast Asian nations, and in the meanwhile persuaded its neighbors to 

establish economic cooperation mechanisms. (Tsai, Hung & Liu, 2011) in their 

article “China’s international relations Southeast Asia: Harmonious worldview 

and its impact on good neighbor diplomacy”, assumed that China intends to rope 

in its Southeast Asian neighbors to promote mutual trust and construct 

China-ASEAN cooperative platform. China encourages cooperation and dialogue 

among states on the basis of equality and openness, respects for diversity among 

states, and maintains stability and safety to prevent regional conflicts. 

Consequently, China includes the following objectives: peaceful negotiation to 

resolve border conflicts and improve relations, construction of companion and 

cooperative relations and bilateral dialogue, participation in multilateralism and 

promotion of joint conflict resolution, and improvement in economic and trade 

cooperation in its good neighbor policy.  

Although China is a dialogue partner and an indispensable investor to ASEAN, 

there are disputes between China and some ASEAN member states. Among the 

countries, China’s sovereignty claims over the South China Sea is the most 

extensive and the most ambiguous ones while assertions from other countries 

base on their de facto administrative control on the ground through occupation of 

landmass. However, China asserts its ownership of the entire South China Sea. 

(Simon, 2012) “ASEAN also has had difficulty asserting its centrality in dealing 

with China. China claims “indisputable sovereignty” over most of the South 
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China Sea, and insists that these disputes be settled bilaterally by the countries 

directly concerned. This has created dynamic tensions in ASEAN-China relations.” 

(Thayer, 2013) Therefore, even the 7th EAS in 2012, the 8th EAS as well as the 

ARF at the 47th ASEAN Foreign Ministers meetings (AFMM) in 2014 were also 

overshadowed due to China’s firm upholding its territorial sovereignty over South 

China Sea. Obviously, the Spratlys and Paracels disputes become major 

challenges to China-ASEAN relations due to the concern of some ASEAN 

member states about military-related security problem posed by China’s rise in 

recent decades, especially within the context of the changing ASEAN-China 

relations. (Yeoh, Ling, and Liong, 2012) 

Accordingly, there are four distinctive features in China’s diplomacy in ASEAN . 

(Chwee, 2005) First, the absence of ideological barriers distanced the relations 

between China and ASEAN. By the 1980s, there was animosity toward China and 

most of ASEAN states because China was regarded as a communist threat by 

some Southeast Asian nations. But the China-ASEAN ties were gradually 

restored to amity due to China’s favorable role in the 1997 Financial Asian Crisis. 

Todays, both China and ASEAN lay the emphasis on economic development 

based on the bilateral economic cooperation. Secondly, the importance of 

economic interdependence makes both sides an essential partner to each other. As 

far as China is concerned, ASEAN is a crucial economic partner, and vice versa. 

Economically and geographically, they also share common interests in the 

Asia-Pacific region. With the launch of CAFTA and participation in multi-level 

economic platforms, China-ASEAN cooperation signifies a milestone in the 

economic development of the region. Economic diplomacy is a central aspect of 

China’s foreign relations with ASEAN. Since 1990, China has been dedicated in 
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resolving territorial disputes with its ASAN neighbors. However, ASEAN is 

skeptical about the rising power of China in the region. As a consequence, 

cooperation with ASEAN is a good solution to diminish the suspicion of China’s 

emergence. In 2003, China joined Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) with 

ASEAN. Both parties pledged to deal with conflicts through dialogue and unify a 

huge market. (Ding, 2008) Thirdly, territorial disputes in South China Sea have 

widened the gap between China and ASEAN for many years. Both China and 

ASEAN member states are indispensable factors of security and stability in 

Asia-Pacific region. However, the rising tensions over territorial disputes among 

these countries were heard now and then. As a major regional military power, the 

conflict will have a great impact on the whole area, and further influence the 

world. The territorial disputes in South China Sea thus are regarded as an 

important element in China’s relations with ASEAN. Lastly, emerging 

multilateralism in China-ASEAN diplomacy provides unifying elements in 

China-ASEAN relations. The diplomatic relations between China and ASEAN 

are the basis of bilateral cooperation, which the multilateral cooperative 

mechanisms complement the economic ties, and meanwhile provide a system to 

enhance different levels of dialogues. One of the purposes that China has been 

promoted through multilateral diplomacy is free trade between China and 

ASEAN with additional concern about non-traditional security threats including 

diseases and human trafficking. (Liao, 2012) 

As Wong emphasized in his article, “China’s Economic Reform and Open-Door 

Policy Viewed from Southeast Asia”, how to strike a balance between its 

economic cooperation within ASEAN-China cooperative mechanism and its 

territorial ambition in South China Sea is a big challenge for China to adopt 
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foreign policy toward ASEAN. China has ensured ASEAN its peaceful rise and 

promised not to become a regional hegemon. Although the promises are 

undoubtedly beneficial to China’s international relations, the country should take 

more actions to show its good intentions. With the uneasiness among China’s 

neighboring states about its growing clout and territorial ambitions, China still 

increases its military budget by 10.1% in 2015 to assert its territorial claims. The 

South China Sea issue will continue to be a big challenge to China-ASEAN 

relation within China’s diplomacy. (Wong, 1995) 

1.4. Methodology 

1.4.1. Historical Analysis 

Also, historical analysis is applied to the study. Historical analysis is a common 

method in social science. Among the researches concerning international relations, 

most of them adopt this method to examine the connection or causal relationship 

between the past and the present. Therefore, a researcher is able to exclude 

irrelevant incidents and gather up the threads of targeted subjects through 

systematic classification. This research intends to unfold China’s foreign relations 

with ASEAN with its rising influence in the region by means of historical 

analysis. 

1.4.2. Document Analysis 

Document analysis is a social research method based on systematic collection of 

data from extensive reading of written materials. The method has been wildly 

used in social research. Within certain limitations, the method could help 

understand and rebuild the past. Then, we are capable of expounding the present 

and predicting the future. In order to achieve the purposes of the study, the 

research employs government press releases and news coverage. So we could 
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perceive China’s international relations in the context of its ascending clout, and 

compares China’s foreign policies toward ASEAN before and after China’s clout 

emerges. Furthermore, we explore China’s foreign relations with ASEAN from 

the perspective of China’s rise. The collection of literature for this study, 

including journal articles, scholarly books on topics of interest to the profession, 

press releases and other relevant reference documents, focuses on China-ASEAN 

cooperation mechanisms in fields of politic, economic and diplomacy. The 

systematic and objective assessment of these documents should help explain the 

results of the research. 

1.5. Chapter Arrangement 

The economic prosperity in the Asia-Pacific region led by China’s rise makes the 

world lay the emphasis to the East in their foreign policy. The emergence of 

China as an influential power has implications of security to ASEAN nations. 

China enhancing its relations with its neighboring countries has been the pivot in 

its international relations since 1996. The country commits to maintain the 

stability and security in Asia-Pacific region, it thus strengths its ties with ASEAN 

neighbors. With its ascending clout, China gradually has leverage in some 

international affairs; meanwhile it also seeks support from ASEAN nations. In 

addition to advocating “Good Neighbor Diplomacy”, China also further 

strengthens bilateral economic cooperation in Southeast Asia by joining 

multi-level cooperation mechanism with ASEAN. This thesis contains six 

chapters and the descriptions of each chapter as follows: 

A. Chapter one is an introduction, which mainly describes motivation and purpose 

of this research, including background, literature review and methodology. 

B. Chapter two gives the overview of bilateral relations from tributary system era 
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to the present, comprehending the transition of Sino-ASEAN ties. 

C. Chapter three highlights China-ASEAN political collaboration to support 

regional stability and diminish territorial disputes, and meanwhile discusses 

China’s pursuit of natural resources in ASEAN in the light of Chinese consistent 

foreign policy of bilateralism in the South China Sea and China’s involvement 

in regional multilateral institutions. 

D. Chapter four focuses on China’s participation in multi-level economic 

cooperative mechanisms with ASEAN, the competition in the outflow of foreign 

direct investment and its overseas development assistance to Southeast Asian 

countries. 

E. Chapter five will be the conclusion of this research; the emphasis will be laid on 

the assessment of China’s foreign relations with ASEAN during post-Cold War 

era, mostly depending on ASEAN’s attitude toward China’s foreign policy, with 

supplement of situation of security and stability in ASEAN, as well as China’s 

cultural influence in ASEAN. 
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2. REVIEW ON CHINA-ASEAN RELATIONS 

2.1. During the Cold War Period 

2.1.1. Sino-Southeast Asian Ties: from Tributary Relations to Cold War 

Rivalry 

Over the past several centuries, Southeast Asia region had been influenced by 

imperial China due to its geographic location and historical ties. Until the 

nineteenth century, the relations between China and Southeast Asian countries 

have been conducted in the well-known tribute system. Owing to the Opium Wars, 

the world witnessed the decline of Qing dynasty. China was heavily assaulted by 

the West, which led to its weak posture. China’s role in this region was no longer 

as influential as before. Later, the collapse of Qing dynasty ushered in decades of 

turmoil in China but ended in the triumph of Communist regime in 1949. At the 

end of World War II, the colonial system was greatly exacerbated; many 

Southeast Asian countries gained their independence from the western colonial 

powers. Despite the end of European colonialism, China’s ties with Southeast 

Asian states didn’t return to China-centered tribute system in the pre-colonial era. 

On the contrary, China, along with these newly independent Southeast Asian 

nations, faced global rivalry of the U.S. and the Soviet Union. Prior to the 1980s, 

there has been hostility between China and most of the Southeast Asian 

governments because China was perceived as communist threat by Southeast 

Asian countries. Most of its Southeast Asian neighbors considered China a threat 

to anti-communist Southeast Asian countries.  

Accordingly, in the 1950s, China had little progress in diplomatic relations with 

Southeast Asian states, except with Vietnam, Indonesia and Burma. During the 
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first Indochina War1, France gradually realized China’s vital role in assisting in 

ending the war. In addition to providing European powers with its help, China 

meanwhile supported regional communist clout. Consequently, the gap in 

Sino-ASEAN relations was widened under the U.S. containment policy of the 

1950s. As a regional communist power, China was largely restrained by 

Southeast Asia for two decades. (Thayer, 2011) Nevertheless, China has made a 

major diplomatic breakthrough at the Geneva Conference in 1954. The 

conference aimed to tackle the tension in Asia, especially in Vietnam2 and in the 

Korean peninsula. In Indochina, Geneva Accords was signed by the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam, but rejected by the State of Vietnam. To China, the 

conference was for the first time to be a major player in an international meeting. 

Like its intervention in Korean peninsula, China’s role in the settlement for the 

Indochina issue was also considered to be restraining the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam. Later, in 1955, China also made its first public appearance at Bandung 

Conference. (Zhai, 1992) The conference intended to promote Afro-Asian 

solidarity, discuss the role of the Third World in the Cold War and opposition to 

colonialism. Most participants were newly independent nations, sharing their 

similar experience of emerging from the control of western colonial powers. 

Noticeably, 8 of 30 participants are Southeast Asian countries3. The conference 

showed that the emerging countries like Indonesia and Malaysia could be a force 

in world politics. 

2.1.2. The Impact of Sino-Soviet Split on Southeast Asia 

The Sino-Soviet Split, began in 1960, complicated the Cold War politics, but 

                                                       
1The conflict between France and Vietnam began in 1946 and ended in 1954. 
2Vietnam was divided by North Vietnam and South Vietnam. The north called itself the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam, while the south was The State of Vietnam. 
3Eight Southeast Asian participants were Burma, Kingdom of Cambodia, Indonesia, Kingdom of Laos, 
Philippines, Thailand, Democratic Republic of Vietnam and South Vietnam State of Vietnam. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

P a g e  | 15 
 

 
 

didn’t alter Cold War’s bipolar system. In 1978, the Soviet-Vietnamese 

Friendship Treaty was signed; the Soviet Union gave its support to Vietnamese 

invasion of Cambodia, causing the tension between Cambodia and Vietnam. 

Therefore, the Sino-Soviet Split heavily damaged Sino-Vietnamese relations. 

(Knight, Heazle, 2011) During the conflict, the Soviet Union backed Vietnam, 

while China sided with Cambodia. Thailand was also involved in the conflict and 

chose to ally with China to fight against Vietnam’s intervention in Cambodia. 

With the expiration of Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual 

Assistance4 in 1979, the Soviet Union stopped supporting Vietnamese 

occupation of Cambodia. China took military action against Vietnam, reaching 

lowest point in Sino-Vietnamese relations. The Soviet Union then signed an 

agreement with Vietnam the for a 25-year lease of Cam Ranh Bay. But, the 

situation turned out to be beneficial to China. When the influence of the Soviet 

Union declined in 1990, China gradually carried a lot of clout in Southeast Asia. 

(Thayer, 2011) 

Southeast Asian nations suppressed communist rebels in the 1950s and the 1960s, 

and China was considered a communist propagator. As a consequence, 

diplomatic ties and official economic relations between China and Southeast 

Asian countries were almost constrained throughout the 1950s. Around 1978, 

therefore, China shifted its foreign policy focus to economic modernization by 

practicing a new open door policy. The act has shortened the distance between 

China and ASEAN. (Yuan, 2006) As a result, Chinese relations with ASEAN 

nations has been remarkably improved. Because economic modernization has 

been the pivot in Chinese foreign policy since the early 1980s, China accelerated 

                                                       
4In the treaty, China and the Soviet Union agreed to prevent from attacking allies for each other. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

P a g e  | 16 
 

 
 

domestic economic reforms and sought economic cooperation with Southeast 

Asia. To introduce the economic reforms, the then-Chinese leader, Deng 

Xiaoping, made a tour around Southeast Asia in November of 1978, including 

Thailand, Malaysia and Singapore. The tour gave a tremendous improvement to 

the relations between China and Southeast Asia. Chinese businessmen and 

tourists flooded Southeast Asian countries and thrived the economy in this region. 

(Ba, 2003)  

2.1.3. Anti-communist Insurgency Movements in Southeast Asia 

In the 1960s, Sino-Soviet split seriously hurt China’s international status. What’s 

worse, the Sino-Indian War in 1962 exacerbated China’s international image. The 

war resulted from a disputed Himalayan border. When Qing Dynasty collapsed, 

the Tibetan government expelled the Qing minister and Qing Army stationed in 

Tibet, and declared its independence. But the Nationalist Government continued 

to claim its sovereignty over Tibet. To maintain security and commerce in Tibet, 

in 1914 British colonial ruler of India had tripartite talks in Simla with Tibetan 

local government and the government of Republic of China. The newly founded 

Republic of China, however, didn’t accept the result of the negotiation. Later, 

Britain and Tibetan government signed Simla Accord5, of which legitimacy was 

rejected by China. It became a direct cause of Sino-Indian conflict. On the other 

hand, the Philippines, Myanmar, Indonesia, Malaya6 and Singapore became 

independent with a non-Communist system. Since southeast Asian nations were 

weary of Communist aggression, these states decided to cooperate with the 

United States to counter communist threat. The significance of anti-Communism 

                                                       
5The Accord was signed in 1914, providing the settlement the boundary line between inner and outer 
Tibet. 
6Malaya here indicated the Malayan Union, the successor to British Malaya from 1946 to 1948. It was 
a post‐war British colony consisting of all states except Singapore. 
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in Southeast Asia became rampant in this region. Therefore, China’s Communist 

rule distanced itself from Southeast Asian nations, causing Indonesia to break off 

diplomatic relations with China in 1965. For a long time, Cambodia turned out to 

be China’s only diplomatic ally in Southeast Asia in 1958. 

2.2. The Post-Cold War Era 

2.2.1. Reconciliation in Sino-Southeast Asian Relations 

Formally founded with “Bangkok Declaration”7 in 1967, ASEAN was made up 

of five member nations, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and 

Indonesia. Then, ASEAN was expanded to include Brunei Darussalam in 1984, 

Vietnam in 1995, Laos and Myanmar in 1997, and Cambodia in 1999, and have 

10 member states. (Hussain, 2013) (See Figure 2-1) The objectives of ASEAN 

were to accelerate regional economic growth, promote regional peace and 

stability, and improve culture development as well as social progress among ten 

member nations.   

                                                       
71967Bangkok Declaration is also known as ASEAN Declaration, which is the official founding 
document of Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
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further promote regional security and prosperity in 1995. During the Cold War 

period, there was no formal diplomatic relations between China and ASEAN, but 

only bilateral ties between China and some individual members of ASEAN. 

(Hussain, 2013) But in the 1970s, there was a silver lining in China-ASEAN 

relations. Malaysia was the first ASEAN member state of ASEAN building a 

formal diplomatic relations with China in 1974. Later, China also established 

diplomatic relations with the Philippines in June 1975 and Thailand in July 1975. 

Indonesia didn’t reestablish diplomatic ties with China until August 1990 since 

China was involved in the coup of the Indonesian Communist Party in 1965. 

Following Indonesia, Singapore reestablished diplomatic relations with China in 

October, 1990. When Singapore was still under British colonial rule, it already 

had diplomatic relations with Republic of China. As Singapore was independent 

from Malaysia in 1965, the country continued to recognize Republic of China, 

but no diplomatic relations between Singapore and China. In the 1970s, the 

unofficial relations between People’s Republic of China and Singapore began, 

making the ties between Republic of China and Singapore died away. Singapore 

finally established its diplomatic ties with China in 1990. And in 1991, Brunei 

became the last ASEAN member state to establish its diplomatic relations with 

China. It wasn’t until November 1991 that China normalized diplomatic relations 

with Vietnam and completed formal diplomatic network with all member states of 

ASEAN. (Please See Table 2-2) 
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COUNTRY DATE REMARKS 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam  

(now Socialist Republic of Vietnam) 
January 18, 1950 

Bilateral ties deteriorated in late 

1970s due to Vietnam’s close ties 

with the Soviet Union, but 

normalized the diplomatic ties in 

1991. 

Republic of Indonesia April 13, 1950 

The Sino-Indonesian diplomatic 

relationship was suspended in 

1967, and re-established 

diplomatic relations in 1990. 

Union of Burma  

(now Republic of the Union of Myanmar) 
June 8, 1950  

Kingdom of Cambodia July 19, 1958  

Kingdom of Laos April 25, 1961  

Malaysia May 31, 1974  

Republic of the Philippines June 9, 1975  

Kingdom of Thailand July 1, 1975  

Republic of Singapore October 3, 1990  

State of Brunei Darussalam September 30, 1991  

Table 2-2. Establishment of Diplomatic relations between ASEAN Nations and 

the People’s Republic of China 

Source: Adapted from Roy (1998) 

 

In recent years, ASEAN member states strengthened its economic relations with 

China. “These influences on ASEAN also affect Asia-Pacific in general, 

including APEC. APEC sometimes uses ASEAN’s trade plan, like ASEAN+1 

FTAs, as a model, including its prospects and difficulties.” (Kodama, 1996) 

2.2.2. Brand New Form of China-ASEAN Ties 

Because of a series of incidents such as Cultural Revolution in 1965-1968, 
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China’s involvement in the Vietnam War in 1979 and the Tiananman Square 

Protest in 1989, China was isolated internationally, exacerbating China’s 

international relations. The international circumstance left China no choice but to 

actively develop its relations with other countries to break its isolation by 

participating in many international activities after 1989. To increase its presence 

in international affairs, China’s first step is to continue to promote ties with 

Southeast Asian nations. Since 1978, accordingly, China pursued good neighbor 

diplomacy, the purpose of which was to keep a stable and friendly relationship 

with Southeast Asia Countries with intent to seek peaceful international 

environment for domestic economic development. The Chinese leader, Jiang 

Ze-ming, followed his predecessor and visisted Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam, 

and Singapore in 1994. Later in 1996, President Jiang visited the Philippines after 

attending APEC leadership summit. Another two top officials in the Chinese 

government, the Chinese Premier, Li Peng, made a tour to Vietnam, and so did 

Qiao Shi in 1997, who was the then-chairman of the Standing Committee of the 

National People’s Congress. Also in 1997, Li Peng, paid his official visit to 

Malaysia and Singapore to promise to fight against the financial turbulence with 

ASEAN during the financial crisis. In 1999, the Premier, Zhou Rongji, visited 

Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Vietnam as well. China’s frequent visits 

deepened the amity with ASEAN member states, and had prompted the 

establishment of ASEAN+1 to reinforce its economic and political influence in 

this region. The 1997 Asian financial crisis was considered a turning point in 

China-ASEAN relations in the post-Cold War era. In the crisis, China offered 1 

billion USD aid to Thailand and other financial assistance for the region, gave its 

promise to depreciate RMB, and extended trade credits. (Beneyto, Song & Ding, 
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2013) ASEAN welcomed China’s constructive role in this critical period. China’s 

short-term assistance in the financial crisis turned the lukewarm relationship into 

annual ASEAN Plus Three (APT) meeting in the same year. ASEAN Plus Three 

cooperation has deepened in many fields of collaboration. The meeting provided 

evidence of China’s growing clout and established Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI)8 

to form the basis for financial stability in Southeast Asia. In economic perspective, 

China has been engaged to cultivate and strengthen cooperative relations with 

ASEAN members through several multilateral mechanisms. Therefore, 

ASEAN-China Summit was launched in 1997 to forge the bilateral strategic 

partnership for regional peace and prosperity. 

2.2.3. ASEAN-China Rapprochement 

Following the APT framework in 1997, APT grouping was extended into 

ASEAN Plus Six with the participation of India, Australia and New Zealand. In 

December 1997, ASEAN+3 and ASEAN-China Economic Leaders’ Meeting was 

held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, where Jiang Ze Min attended the event. In this 

meeting, both China and ASEAN agreed to establish a 21st century-oriented 

partnership of good neighborliness and confidence-building. In 2005, the 

countries of ASEAN Plus Three added India, Australia and New Zealand to form 

ASEAN Plus Six grouping, and held the inaugural East Asia Summit (EAS). 

Besides, China’s minister of Foreign Affairs has been joining in ASEAN 

Ministerial Meeting (AMM) since 1990. China made its first appearance at 

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994. China was elevated to a full dialogue 

partner of ASEAN in July 1996 from a consultative dialogue partner. The 

China-ASEAN dialogue was launched in 1991. The bilateral cooperation in more 

                                                       
8The Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI) is a currency swap arrangement among ASEAN nations, China, Japan 
and South Korea. 
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than twenty fields through such dialogue mechanisms as China- ASEAN Joint 

Committee on Economic and Trade Cooperation as well as ASEAN-China Joint 

Cooperation Committee (ACJCC) has been carried out since the initialization of 

the dialogue pattern. Besides AJCETC and CAJCC mentioned above, there are 

still three operating mechanisms for China-ASEAN dialogue partnership; that is, 

China-ASEAN political consultation at senior official level, China-ASEAN Joint 

Committee on Scientific and Technological Cooperation as well as ASEAN 

Beijing Committee. Within the dialogue partnership, China and ASEAN deepen 

regional economic cooperation, and also strengthen political cooperation. On the 

other hand, several regional issues were discussed through the following 

high-level meetings. ASEAN Summit, most notably, was held annually before 

2008 and held twice a year since then. The participants are regional state leaders 

who resolve confrontations or promote cooperation on the meeting. EAS, held 

annually, where ASEAN states, APT nations and ASEAN+6 nations will gather 

to exchange ideas on trade and security in East Asia. The United State and 

Russia also attended the event since 2011.  

Different from China-ASEAN dialogue partnership, the ASEAN Regional 

Forum is a multilateral dialogue in the Asia Pacific Region that focuses building 

mutual trust and strengthening dialogue in the region. The ASEAN Ministerial 

Meeting, namely, is participated by state Ministers. The meeting is also held 

annually, aiming at such topics as environment issues or agriculture and forestry. 

And the 19th ASEAN Summit gave birth to the idea of Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP)9, which includes ASEAN nations and ASEAN’s 

                                                       
9RCEP is a proposed FTA between ASEAN and six nations with which ASEAN has existing FTAs (China, 
Japan, Korea, India, Australia, and New Zealand). 
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six dialogue partners10. RCEP is actually the extension of APT and ASEAN+6. 

Therefore, RCEP accounts for one third of global GDP. Initiated at 21th ASEAN 

Summit, RCEP is expected to be concluded in 2015. Since 2010, it’s been 

debated that the best way to engage United States and Russia is EAS 

(ASEAN+8). So far, ASEAN+8 meeting is held every two to three years. In 2010, 

ASEAN-China Free Trade Area, the most populous free trade zone, was 

launched by China and ten ASEAN member states. The initial framework 

agreement was signed by the-then Premier of the State Council of the People’s 

Republic of China (Zhu Rongji) and the ten leaders from ASEAN nations in 

pursuit of closer economic relations as well as mutual political and economic 

benefits. Besides, following the United States, China also appointed its first 

ambassador to ASEAN, headquarter in Jakarta in 2012. China’s appointment of 

ambassador to ASEAN intends to boost the bilateral ties and upgrade its 

relationship with the Southeast Asian grouping to a strategic partnership.  

2.2.4. China in Southeast Asia: Life and Culture 

Chinese influence in Southeast Asia can be seen in history, education, and culture 

in the region. Chinese culture is the oldest civilization and has a far-reaching 

consequence that affects the customs and traditions of East Asia. Chinese literacy 

plays a vital role in East Asian literary. Thanks to adjacency of geography and 

history, Southeast Asia states, particularly Vietnam, share many common traits of 

Chinese culture. Unlike other countries in Indochina Peninsula, Vietnam has 

been deeply and historically influenced by Chinese script, Confucianism and 

Taoism. Close to China and India, Southeast Asia was not only influenced by 

Indian, Hindu and Islamic culture, but also by Confucius and Buddhist culture. 

                                                       
10The Six indicates China, Japan, Korea, India, Australia and New Zealand. 
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For over a thousand years, Buddhism is the dominant religion in Southeast Asia, 

especially in Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, and also has 

significant impacts on the daily life of people in these countries. Nowadays, 

Chinese government establishes Confucius Institutes worldwide to promote 

Chinese language and culture. Chinese government already established 554 

Confucius Institutes across the world, and there are currently 34 Confucius 

Institutes in Southeast Asia, offering Chinese language courses and organizes 

Chinese cultural activities, making Chinese languages spread internationally. 

(Tsai, Hung and Liu, 2011) Nevertheless, some countries once doubted that 

Confucius Institute intends to give inappropriate political ideology instead of 

simply teaching Chinese language. 

Not until 1977 did a minimal number of foreign tourists paid a visit to China due 

to the Cultural Revolution. Tourism around 1977, however, still remained limited 

due to the consequence of control of Chinese government. At the end of 1977, 

Chinese government made tourism industry as one of Chinese major economic 

sectors. Consequently, the number of foreign tourists had considerably risen to 

67,500 (Lew, 2012) ASEAN, China, Japan and South Korea agreed that tourism 

is the crucial means to fortify the connectivity of people in these countries and 

recognize the contribution to economic and social development that tourism 

sector brings to the region, so the APT Tourism Ministers establish the APT 

e-Tourism Working Group to implement the ASEAN Ecotourism Strategic Plan. 

To accelerate economic development in this region, the tourism ministers of APT 

member states will also sign the Memorandum of Cooperation (MOC) on 

ASEAN Plus Three Tourism Cooperation in 2015. 

There are approximately 30 million overseas Chinese residing in ASEAN 
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China Sea is still the center of politico-economical disputes for Malaysia, 

Vietnam, the Philippines, Brunei, China and Taiwan. China’s territorial claims 

often influenced its economic cooperative framework with ASEAN. For example, 

the 7th EAS in 2012 as well as the ASEAN Regional Forum at the 47th ASEAN 

Foreign Ministers meetings in 2014 was overshadowed due to China’s firm 

upholding its territorial sovereignty over South China Sea. It’s actually not the 

first time for China to have conflict with ASEAN member states. In 1967, the 

then- Burmese leader instigated racist hostility against Chinese while the 

Cultural Revolution took place throughout China. The widespread discrimination 

had lasted for three years, forced many Chinese to move out of Burma. 

anti-Chinese riots in Indonesia were triggered by racist nature and economic 

plight. The riots had lasted in 1998, and tens of thousands of ethnic Chinese 

killed. However, Indonesian government kept silent on the riots. And it was even 

alleged that Indonesian military was involved in the riots; while in 2014, China’s 

assertion of its maritime claims in South China Sea not only cast a shadow over 

ASEAN meetings, but also caused anti-Chinese unrest throughout Vietnam in 

May 2014. Many factories were looted and destroyed by rioters. The turmoil had 

a negative impact on Sino-Vietnam relations and Sino-Vietnam trade. 

In view of the above-mentioned facts, to establish the bilateral partnership for 

regional stability and prosperity requires fostering neighborly relations and 

harmonious regional environment between China and ASEAN. However, 

increasingly tense territorial issue has always been a big concern for China and 

Southeast Asian nations. Territorial disputes in resource-rich South China Sea 

began to emerge in the 1980s. Until the present, rival territorial claims in the 

disputed areas are still heard every now and then. Although Beijing attempts to 
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improve its relations with Southeast Asian nations, its assertive sovereignty 

claims over these disputed territories almost ruin the efforts. 
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3. CHINA-ASEAN TIES IN POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE 

3.1. Sovereignty and Security 

3.1.1. China-ASEAN Conflict and Cooperation in the South China Sea 

(SCS) 

The territorial claims by the surrounding countries over South China Sea have 

long been disputed for years. The territorial claimants include China and five 

ASEAN states: the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei. China 

and Vietnam extensively claim sovereignty over the Paracel island chain, while 

the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia also have partial claims over the 

Spratly archipelago. There are multiple causes in the dispute involving oil and 

natural gas, fish stocks, The UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

of 1982 and strategic value. Among the factors above, the competition for natural 

resources like oil and natural gas is often heard. With the increasing demand for 

energy, China’s interest in oil and gas resources in SCS has also greatly grown. 

China’s unyielding attitude toward assertive claims on SCS territory led to the 

escalating tension between China and Vietnam over the disputed area. In the 

aspect of fish stocks, SCS is considered one of the richest fishing regions in the 

world by Chinese and Vietnamese fishermen in particular. As global demand 

rises, the fish stocks have declined sharply, making the competition for fishing 

areas more fierce. Also, the littoral states obtained permission from UNCLOS to 

assert the sovereignty over an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of 320 km, or a 

continental shelf. Although the dispute becomes complicated when it gets 

involved in UNCLOS, the regulations of UNCLOS are considered by the 

surrounding SCU countries a choice to legitimize their claims since they are 

actually not beneficial to China. (Buszynski and Christoper, 2013) 
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For example, in 2009, the U.S. surveillance vessels confronted China’s navy 

ships when they carried out intelligence collection, while China’s ship intended 

to interfere the operation. (Wu and Zou, 2013)  Both China and the U.S. 

attempted to control the escalating tension from the incident, which aroused the 

attention from both parties in freedom of navigation. The implications of the 

China-U.S. conflicts in SCS are the following.  

First, there are critical interests for the U.S. to seek peaceful resolution to SCS 

maritime disputes.  All the SCS claimants intended to legitimize their territorial 

claims by their coastlines and UNCLOS, except for China. Unlike other 

claimants, China asserted its sovereignty over the disputed territory based on 

both historic background and legal claims, while deliberately remained 

ambiguous about the meaning of 9-dashed line in SCS according to China’s map. 

Yet, the freedom of navigation is one of important interests to the U.S. and other 

countries in this region. Even though China asserted that it agrees the freedom of 

navigation, the country still insists that foreign military aircrafts and vessels 

should request permission before sailing in China’s unlawful EEZ. China’s 

intention to deny the U.S. naval access to its EEZ shows its possible attempt to 

halt the freedom of navigation.  

Secondly, the allies of the U.S. around SCS expect the U.S. to maintain the 

stability in free trade, secure sea lines of communication, security and peace in 

this region. In fact, the claimants and non-claimants all consider the U.S. military 

power as the necessary presence to counterbalance China. Given that the 

countries around SCS lose their confidence in the U.S. to be the regional power, 

these countries would alternatively turn to the other regional hegemon, China. In 

that case, these countries would depend more on the hegemonic China, which is 
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that last thing the U.S. would expect. Besides, the circumstance would not be in 

the U.S. interests. Supposing that the U.S. power weaken would undermine its 

guarantee to broader Asia-Pacific region, Japan and South Korea in particular.  

Thirdly, economic interests are also a big concern to the U.S. There is nearly 

$5.3 trillion of trade volume around SCS each year, while the U.S. trade in this 

region accounts for $1.2 trillion. Consequently, the change of cargo ship route 

would influence the regional economies if a conflict happened. 

Lastly, the U.S. attempts to maintain stability in its relations with China, so it 

could continue to cooperate with China on some regional and global issues.   

Considering security and economy in the region, the U.S. has critical interesting 

in preventing different forms of disputes in SCS from military conflict in terms 

of the growing importance of China-U.S. relations.   

On the other hand, to establish the bilateral partnership for regional stability and 

prosperity requires fostering neighborly relations and harmonious regional 

environment between China and ASEAN. However, increasingly tense territorial 

issue has been always a big concern among China and Southeast Asian nations. 

Territorial disputes in resource-rich SCS began to emerge in the 1980s. Until the 

present, rival territorial claims in the disputed areas are still often heard every 

now and then. The territorial disputes in SCS are aggravated by the vital strategic 

location. Low-level conflicts took place between China and its neighboring 

countries from the 1980s to the 1990s. Among these conflicts, most of them were 

alleged vessel intrusions, fishery invasions or exploitations of oil reserves in in 

Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) that were interpreted differently by each 

surrounding SCS state instead of military confrontations with each other. 

(Baviera, 2013) The SCS territorial disputes are posing serious problems for the 
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unity of ASEAN and the prosperous China-ASEAN relations. (Baviera, 1999) To 

avoid sensitive matters that would trigger maritime spats between China and 

ASEAN states, both sides began to shift a focus on regional dialogues on South 

China Sea by building cooperative mechanisms like APEC, ARF and The 

Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) in the 1990s.  

China-ASEAN Summit was launched in 1996, and both sides signed a Joint 

Declaration of the Heads of State/Government on Strategic Partnership for Peace 

and Prosperity on the seventh summit in 2003 to develop friendly relations, 

reciprocal cooperation through China-ASEAN multi-level cooperative system. 

On the same occasion, China officially signed the Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation in Southeast Asia as the first non-territorial disputes with ASEAN 

neighbors in a peaceful manner. China’s major contribution to regional security 

and stability was greatly appreciated by ASEAN states. To show the 

determination, the then-Chinese leader, Hu Jingtao, paid his visit to the 

Philippines, Indonesia and Brunei in 2005 to ensure China’s good intention. With 

China’s temptation toward ASEAN, such as CAFTA, China’s image of a regional 

threat was alleviated by its efforts. (Thuy, 2011) 

3.1.2. China-ASEAN Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the 

South China Sea (DOC) and Adoption of a Regional Code of 

Conduct (COC) 

The escalating tensions among claimant states of East and Southeast Asia over 

SCS dispute have been witnessed for a few years. DOC, mainly leded by China, 

was signed by China and the ASEAN nations at the capital of Cambodia, Phnom 

Penh, in 2002. Then, the countries implemented Draft of Guidelines of the 

Declaration of the Code of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea on island 
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of Bali, Indonesia, which was little effective at tranquilizing tensions or future 

conflict. In fact, the governments of ASEAN nations widely think SCS issue 

have brought critical challenge to the unity of association and the relevant 

peaceful solutions to the crisis. Since not all ASEAN members are the claimants 

of disputed territory in SCS, ASEAN members have difficulty in dealing with the 

SCS issues as a group due to the lack of trust and confidence. Furthermore, 

owing to different interest in SCS, each ASEAN countries have no consistency in 

DOC. However, the situation would favor China as there is no dispute 

management mechanism in the region. (Schofield, 2011) In 2013, China and 

ASEAN decided to move further forward an adoption of a regional Code of 

Conduct (COC), planning a negotiation to institute the COC under 

implementation of the DOC. 
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Year Incident 

1974 

The battle of Paracel Islands between China and Vietnam 

took place in January. Then, Vietnam occupied part of 

Spratly Islands in Feburary. China and Taiwan expressed 

their strong protest on Vietnam’s act, and meanwhile reclaim 

their sovereignty over Spratly Islands. 

1988 

The naval conflict between China and Vietnam happened in 

March. China denounced Vietnam’s occupation over Johnson 

South Reef, so asked Vietnam to withdraw from the 

archipelago.  

1991 

Vietnamese forces occupied Prince Consort Bank 

The Workshop on Managing Potential Conflicts in the South 

China Sea took place in July, which is also the first time for 

all the SCS claimants to discuss the SCS dispute together. 

2002 

《南海各方行爲宣言》簽署 

In 2002, China and ASEAN states signed “the Declaration on 

the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea” (DOC) in 

Phnom Penh to ensure maritime safety. 

2009 

Vietnam submitted to the UN Commission on the Limits of 

the Continental Shelf in May, claiming its sovereignty over 

Paracel and Spratly Islands while China was strongly 

opposed to Vietnam’s act. 

2013 

China and ASEAN ministers agreed to hold a negotiation to 

institute the COC under implementation of the DOC. China 

and ASEAN agreed to carry out the DOC from 2013 to 2014. 
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China proposed to set up a China-ASEAN maritime 

emergency helpline and conduct emergency response drills. 

The countries like Thailand and Indonesia also proposed a 

variety of ocean-related cooperation. 

Table 3-2. Timeline of South China Sea Dispute  

 

In Thuy’s view, the policy has some implications. First, the lack of consensus 

from all concerned parties or the claimants in the SCS disputes makes the 

situation unacceptable for joint development. Secondly, all the concerned nations 

failed to reach an agreement to create a joint cooperative area for SCS energy 

resource. Lastly, as far as China is concerned, the successful act of implementing 

the DOC or the COC could help make smaller parties gain more confidence in 

cooperative development for SCS energy resource. (Thuy, 2011)  
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3.2. Security Cooperation 

3.2.1. China-ASEAN Multilateral Platforms in Security Cooperation 

China and ASEAN decided to implement the “2+7 cooperation framework” in 

2013. The framework indicates two-point political consensus and seven 

proposals for cooperation. The two-point political consensus was held on the 

basis of intensification of political and security cooperation and economic 

development between China and ASEAN, while The seven-point proposal 

includes the areas in the political field, business, connectivity, finance, maritime 

cooperation, security and the people-to-people, scientific and environmental field 

for further cooperation. In the framework, China expects to formulate a strategy 

for expansion of China-ASEAN cooperation, both sides decided to start the third 

plan of action (2016-2020) of the China-ASEAN Joint Declaration on Strategic 

Partnership for Peace and Prosperity. China also offers a 21st Century Maritime 

Silk Road to facilitate China-ASEAN maritime cooperation. Besides, China 

encouraged ASEAN defense ministers to discuss the establishment of a 

China-ASEAN defense hotline and hold joint exercises at the informal 

ASEAN-China Defense Ministers’ Meeting in 2014 to ensure “double security” 

in traditional and nontraditional areas. 

There are several cooperative platforms between China and ASEAN, including 

EAS, ARF, the ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting (ADMM) and ADMM-Plus. 

All of them build regional security extension. At the second EAS annual summit, 

16 member nations signed the Cebu Declaration on East Asian Energy Security. 

All members agreed to promote energy security and find substitutes for 

conventional fuels. The Declaration aims to provide eventual instability of 

energy supplies. As to the ARF, the forum makes a push to move multilateral 
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security cooperation in fields of preventive diplomacy, confidence-building, and 

counterterrorism, which encourages transparency in military-to-military 

cooperation. (Cossa, 2010) 

The Chinese National People’s Congress approved the country to join TAC in 

June 2003, but officially acceded to the treaty in 2005. The treaty aims to 

establish a strategic partnership for peace and prosperity though friendly 

relations among states in Southeast Asia. On the 7th ASEAN+1 Ministerial 

Meeting, the then Chinese prime minister, Wen Jiabao lay an emphasis on 

promoting peace and prosperity by deepening cooperation in all-round in his 

speech. He indicated that Chinese government would be engaged in mutually 

beneficial cooperation with ASEAN in specific fields. China and ASEAN are 

expected to strengthen the bilateral political dialogue to effectively perform 

dialogue and consultation mechanisms at the different levels. Both sides hoped to 

deepen economic and trade relations to accelerate the development in finance, 

service, investment, agriculture and IT industry. Besides, the two sides also look 

forward to security cooperation to maintain regional stability, and scientific and 

technological exchanges to complement each other with respective advantages. 

On the other hand, China advocated the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI), 

which intended to increase resources in the development of the Mekong Basin. 

To support the IAI, China constructed of the Laotian section of 

Kunming-Bangkok Highway, and sponsored missing link of the Pan-Asia 

Railway inside Cambodia in 2006. Since China placed importance on economic 

development in ASEAN, the country planned to make use of China-ASEAN 

Cooperation Fund to expand bilateral cooperation on human resources 

development. Also, to ensure the smooth cooperation with ASEAN, China 
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accelerated East Asia cooperation within the ASEAN+3 mechanisms. The 

diplomatic relations between both sides was, in retrospect, based on animosity 

due to the difference in political ideology. Today, China still has territorial 

disputes with some ASEAN states over SCS. But, China also needs the support 

from its neighboring nations to safeguard its interests in this region. Therefore, 

China attached importance to good-neighborly relations with ASEAN through 

TAC for its contribution to peace and stability in the area. 

China, along with the other big power, U.S., looks forward to maintain the 

positive relations for peace and stability in the Asia-Pacific, allowing all the 

regional countries to share the benefits. But in addition to closer interactions 

among the big countries, the involvement of small countries in the region is also 

necessary for the security and stability in the Asia-Pacific. In this regard, the 

ADMM-Plus thus plays a vital role in regional security cooperation to balance 

the interests between the big and small countries. The first meeting of 

ADMM-Plus was held in Hanoi, Vietnam, in October 2010 with the participation 

of 10 ASEAN member countries and their 8 dialogue partners. Compared with 

other existing regional security cooperation mechanisms, the ADMM-Plus owns 

some distinctive features. First, the ADMM-Plus is the most representative and 

the only top level regional defense ministries-led multilateral defense and 

security cooperation mechanism. Secondly, ASEAN is predominant in the 

ADMM-Plus. The ASEAN-led mechanism is a cooperative platform that mutual 

respect and mutual trust are the precondition for further cooperation between 

China and the ASEAN, which will intensify capability of the dialogue. Thirdly, 

the ADMM-Plus keeps up with the changing trend in the Asia-Pacific; it will be 

engaged to the diverse regional defense as well as security threats and 
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cooperation in non-traditional security sectors. In accordance with the spirit of 

the ADMM-Plus, the People’s Liberation Army personnel sent by China to assist 

at the first ADMM-Plus Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief and 

Military Medicine Exercise in Brunei. Lastly, the cooperative mechanism is a 

positive force in regional security cooperation, focusing on practical cooperation 

through joint defense and security exercises. This type of security cooperative 

pattern supports countries in the region to cooperate in non-traditional sectors 

and share common interests. 

3.2.2. China’s New Security Concept (NSC) and Southeast Asia 

With the emphasis on its peaceful development, China should realize its role in 

stability of East Asia and avoid its hegemonic acts. Also, China has been actively 

wiping out the suspicion from its neighboring countries in the pursuit of their 

understanding and trust. When China publicized NSC at the ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF) conference in 1997, Southeast Asia was a main follower. The 

concept of NSC elaborates China’s blueprint for developing its international 

relations in the post-Cold War period, highlighting regional cooperative security, 

multilateral security dialogue mechanism on confidence-building and peaceful 

resolution of territorial disputes. However, China’s NSC expects to remove voice 

of resistance to its intentions and supposes its pursuit of values and norms to be 

consistent with those of ASEAN. (Roy, 2005) In 2000, China further set out NSC 

to Southeast Asia when the then-Chinese vice president, Hu Jintao paid a visit to 

Indonesia. China claims that NSC represents a separation from the bipolar 

system, and embraces a multipolar international system in which China will 

become a more influential force. Although China first opposed the idea of a 

multilateral security model, it soon realized the participation in multilateral 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

P a g e  | 41 
 

 
 

activities could be a counterbalance against the U.S. Consequently, China put 

multilateralism as the main element to its NSC to obtain an alternative to forge 

an alliance with the U.S. while it considers U.S.-Philippines treaty and the 

U.S.-Thailand defense commitment as weak bonds. (Thayer, 2003)  

3.3. The Potential Security Threats in Southeast Asia 

3.3.1. Non-Traditional Security in Southeast Asia: Trends and Issues 

With the expansion of globalization, China and ASEAN members have 

encountered the non-traditional security problems. (Collins, 2003) These 

emerging non-traditional security threats arising out of non-military sources in 

both China and Southeast Asia would be challenges to the well-being of states, 

such as terrorism, contagious diseases, irregular migration, food security, human 

smuggling, drug trafficking and other forms of transnational crime. Owing to 

globalization and the information revolution, most of them arise at a very fast 

pace. (Caballero-Anthony, 2010) The following are common non-traditional 

security threats. 

Terrorism 

Terrorism is the main threat among ASEAN states, Indonesia, the Philippines, 

Malaysia and Thailand in particular. After 911 incident, terrorism became the key 

issue of non-traditional security threatening the world and emerged as the main 

security challenge to ASEAN states. Southeast Asia has thus been considered by 

the U.S. to be the second battlefield to combat against terrorism. China and 

ASEAN states released Joint Declaration of ASEAN and China on Cooperation 

in the Field of Non-traditional Security Issues in 2002 and signed Memorandum 

of Understanding Between The Governments of the Member Countries of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) And The Government of the 
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People’s Republic of China On Cooperation in the Field of Non-traditional 

Security Issues in 2004, aiming to fight against drug trafficking, illegal 

immigrant, privacy, terrorism, weapons smuggling, money laundry and 

cybercrime. 

Epidemic 

When severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) broke out in East Asia in 2003, 

some Southeast Asian countries like Vietnam and Singapore were identified by 

WHO as the areas with recent local transmission of SARS. The economy of 

Southeast Asia was thus severely damaged.  

Maritime Security 

The Southeast Asian Waters, including Strait of Malacca, are the places where 

piracy is the most rampant. According to International Maritime Bureau, 

approximately 800 pirate attacks, half of them happened at the ports and waters 

of Southeast Asia from 2003 to 2004. Moreover, the level of violence in attacks 

continues to rise.  

Environmental Security 

Take the example of forest fire in Indonesia in 1997; it resulted in smog, which 

the pollutants had heavily influenced Indonesia and its neighboring states, 

especially Malaysia and Singapore. The total loss reached 9.3 billion dollars. 

Consequently, Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, Thailand and the Philippines urged 

Indonesia to correspondingly apply strategies for the pollution through ASEAN 

regional cooperative mechanism. 

Energy Security 

With the rising economic growth among ASEAN members, the consumption of 

oil has also been rapidly increasing. As a result, the issue of energy security 
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regarding high and growing dependence on oil imports becomes crucial to the 

countries like the Philippines, Thailand and Singapore. Moreover, the price of 

crude oil has greatly increased, severely damaging the economy of 

mentioned-above countries. 

Transnational Crimes 

Transnational crimes in Southeast Asia are rampant, like drugs production and 

smuggling at the Golden Triangle at the Thai-Myanmar border, the smuggling of 

small arms and light weapons in the Philippines and Cambodia, trafficking in 

women and children in the Philippines, Thailand and India, human trafficking 

between India and Malaysia as well as between Thailand and Cambodia, and 

armed pillage in the Strait of Malacca and Indonesia waters. And the 

consequences have a bad influence on political stability, economic development, 

and social unrest in ASEAN states, which thus becomes one of the important 

issues among ASEAN nations.  

Non-traditional security issues have shown that insecurity among Southeast 

Asian people could potentially undermine the ASEAN region. With the 

emergence of non-traditional security threats, the call for multilateralism 

becomes urgent to foster cooperation between China and Southeast Asia through 

ASEAN-based multilateral institutions such as ARF, APT and EAS.  

As the representative in non-traditional security, terrorism gradually threatens the 

world after 911 incident. Compared with China, ASEAN countries have been 

threatened by terrorism for many years because of the large Muslim population. 

Southeast Asia is thus considered the second battlefield on terrorism by the U.S. 

In 2002, China and ASEAN countries also issued “Joint Declaration of ASEAN 

and China on Cooperation in the Field of Non-traditional Security Issues”, and 
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signed “ASEAN-China Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the 

field of Non-Traditional Security Issues” in 2004. Under the declaration and the 

MOU, China and ASEAN aim to combat terrorism, drug smuggling, illegal 

immigration, privacy, money laundry and cybercrime. In the meanwhile, China 

and ASEAN also seek bilateral, multilateral and international cooperation. The 

U.S. global anti-terror strategy enhances China-ASEAN anti-terror relations. 

Plus, China’s stabilizing economic development intensifies China-ASEAN 

anti-terror relations in the field of non-traditional security. The cooperation in 

non-traditional security between China and ASEAN will be long-lasting. 

3.3.2. China’s Land Boundary Issues with Vietnam and Myanmar 

In the late 1980s, Sino-Vietnam relations gradually got improved, so both sides 

reopened the negotiation on the border issue. China and Vietnam first tried to 

deal with was the land border dispute. Sino-Vietnamese border is approximately 

1,350 kilometers in length, which the two parties had a disagreement for about 

450 kilometer. In 1992, China and Vietnam held the first talk on the territorial 

dispute, but the negotiation wasn’t very successful due to the disagreement 

between both sides at the beginning. After several negotiations, both parties 

finally signed a Land Border Treaty in 1999. To solve the dispute as soon as 

possible, both governments established the China-Vietnam joint committee for 

land border demarcation in 2001, where two sides drafted a protocol on border 

demarcation and marker planting. China and Vietnam successfully resolved the 

disputes over their land border in 2000, and also marked out a process of 

peaceful resolution and guarantees against through a joint agreement between 

China and ASEAN in 2002. In 2009, two sides even signed several official 

documents regarding China-Vietnam land border demarcation in Beijing, 
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including The China-Vietnam Land Border Demarcation Protocol, The 

China-Vietnam Land Border Management System Agreement, and The 

China-Vietnam Land Border Port and Management System Agreement.  

Another notable border dispute between China and Vietnam is the first for 

maritime right in Gulf of Tonkin. The Gulf of Tonkin is located in the northern 

part of South China Sea, to the south of China and the north of Vietnam. The 

maritime disputes between both sides are mostly centered on the Spratly islands 

and the Paracel Islands. In 2004, China and Vietnam signed Sino-Vietnamese 

Fisheries Agreement to demarcate a common fishery zone in the Tonkin Gulf. 

Although Vietnam asserts its sovereignty over the Spratly islands, the country is 

unable to claim rights to the Paracel islands on the basis of the international law 

and historical background. What’s more, the Spratly islands are still under 

China’s control. 

The Chinese-Myanmar border disputes dated back to Qing dynasty. The 

then-local chieftains were subordinate to Myanmar and the Qing court. In 

addition to complicate mapping and geographical exploration, the disagreement 

on sovereignty between the Qing government and British negotiators also made 

it difficult to draw a clear line of demarcation. In the nineteenth century, British 

colonial ruler in Myanmar and Chinese government signed a series of 

border-related treaties or agreements, like the Burmah Convention in 1886, 

Supplementary Terms to the Sino-Burmese Borderline and Business in 1894 and 

1941 frontier line. These treaties generally draw the outline of China-Myanmar 

border. However, both sides still owned different views on the border 

demarcation. In the twentieth century, Chinese government didn’t recognize 

McMahon Line during the negotiation of China-India and China-Myanmar 
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border. To date, China still maintains an intransigent position on this issue. But to 

feed Myanmar’s receptivity, China also takes it into consideration when the 

country solves the border issue. Therefore, China and Myanmar are 

well-coordinated the issue by not recognizing the legitimacy of McMahon Line 

and meanwhile demarcating the border through traditional customary boundary 

line. 
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4. CHINA-ASEAN ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 

4.1. Trade Facilitation 

4.1.1. A Look at “ASEAN Plus Three” Framework 

The ASEAN states have been impaired by the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis while 

China played a role as a positive force in this crucial period. The 1997 Asian 

Financial Crisis was succeeded by the ASEAN+3 Framework, which was formed 

by China, Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK) with ASEAN to cooperate on 

some regional issues. Within the framework, China and ASEAN held a series of 

efforts on monetary and economic cooperation. Obviously, China is filled with 

ambition to look for regional economic cooperation to be a pivotal role in this 

region. As a consequence, China proactively took part in all aspects of regional 

integration and international cooperation events to raise its profile. Indeed, China 

has embarked a new phrase of economic relations with ASEAN. Both sides have 

seen tremendous achievements in commerce and trade with each other. On the 

sector of financial and monetary cooperation, the Chiang Mai Initiative 

Multilateralization (CMIM) and the Asian Bond Market Initiative (ABMI) have 

been the focus to keep the progress of economic cooperation steady. The 

foundation of CMI aims to expand currency swaps of ASEAN, but the 

organization didn’t work as expected during 2008 Financial Crisis. As a result, 

the crisis gave a birth to the CMIM in 2008 with the support of APT 

Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) to multilateralize the initiative. The 

most remarkable achievement of CMIM was to direct regional liquidity to meet 

the needs by increasing the proportion of CMIM Fund from US$120 billion to 

US$240 billion. 

The leaders from ASEAN+3 states decided to hold a ASEAN+3 summit annually 
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in 1998 to expand cooperation in the fields of economy, politics and culture 

exchange. However, the economic issue is always a priority among the regional 

issue due to the Asian Crisis. As a consequence, finance, trade, environment, 

labor, agricultural and tourism have been the focus of discussion within APT 

framework since 2000. (Suzuki, 2004) Besides, to ensure free flow of goods 

among APT nations, tariffs and non-tariffs barriers were gradually removed on 

the basis of the agreement of WTO resolutions and preferential tariff treatment to 

products of least developed countries. Without tariffs and non-tariffs barriers on 

China-ASEAN trade, the trade volume of bilateral trade has been increasing in 

an uncertain global economy. In 2013, total trade between ASEAN and the Plus 

Three countries grew by 1.8%, making USD$ 726.4 billion with occupation of 

28.9% of ASEAN’s total trade, in which ASEAN goods imported from the Plus 

Three countries recorded an increase by 2.1% while ASEAN goods exported to 

the Plus Three countries rose by 1.5%. (InterAksyon.com, 2014) 

4.1.2. CAFTA Initiative Gave China a Diplomatic Advantage 

Looking back on China-ASEAN relations during post-Cold War era, there are 

four features in the bilateral ties. First, the absence of ideological rivalry between 

China and Southeast Asian countries was gradually restored to amity, which gave 

China-ASEAN ties an opportunity to establish diplomatic relations with each 

other by 1991. Secondly, the vital role of economic interdependence created 

several multi-level cooperative mechanisms in China-ASEAN relations, which 

makes economic diplomacy a central aspect of China’s foreign policy. China’s 

involvement in a range of multi-level and multi-sector cooperation with ASEAN 

since the 1990s was part of China’s “Good Neighbor Diplomacy”. Bilateralism 

was actually the leading idea of China’s diplomacy in ASEAN. In the view of 
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ARF’s creation in 1994, however, several multi-level and multi-field cooperation 

are greatly developed. Among regional cooperative mechanisms, CAFTA is 

undoubtedly a landmark in China-ASEAN economic cooperation. Thirdly, the 

Spratly territorial disputes and the ASEAN-China interactions are inextricably 

linked. Lastly, emerging multilateralism in China-ASEAN diplomacy is 

considered an indicator on diplomatic interaction between China and the ASEAN 

nations. (Chwee, 2005)  

Multilateral diplomacy actually existed in the Asia-Pacific region, which its 

distinguishing characteristics are increasing interaction, reaching a consensus 

and clearing disagreement with other regional countries. ASEAN is exactly a 

multilateral organization, but it was widely criticized after the 1997 Asian 

Financial Crisis broke out since the organization wasn’t expected to play a role to 

provide stability and resource and to solve the financial problem in this region. 

When the financial crisis ended, regional free trade area became a hit subject. In 

fact, ASEAN proposed the concept of free trade area in the early 1990s and took 

active measures to enhance regional economic cooperation. Nowadays, major 

achievement in China-ASEAN relations is the growing economic cooperation 

between the two sides. When the ASEAN+1 framework launched after the 1997 

Asian Financial Crisis, the bilateral economic partnership also moved to a new 

level. In truth, the bilateral trade volume was 36 times as much as that in the 

early 1990s, which is even expected to reach 500 billion U.S. dollars in 2015. 

ASEAN member states have benefited a lot from China’s rapid and marvelous 

economic growth. At the ASEAN Summit held in 2000, both China and ASEAN 

reached a agreement on the improvement of strengthening economic cooperation 

and integration between the two parties. The cooperative mechanism was 
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advanced to China-ASEAN FTA to reinforce complementarities with each other. 

(Chirathivat, 2002) Since the launch of CAFTA in January 2010, the average 

tariff rate of Chinese goods to ASEAN nations has reduced to 0.1% from 9.8%. 

So far, CAFTA has a population of 1.9 billion, its GDP is approximately USD$ 6 

trillion. The trade value of this area is also close to USD$ 4.5 trillion, making it 

the most populous free trade area on the globe with the world’s third largest trade 

volume after European Union (EU) and North American Free Trade Area 

(NAFTA). China and ASEAN launched the CAFTA with the intention to harvest 

tangible economic benefits from the collaboration among eleven nations by 2010. 

In the context of China’s rise in Southeast Asia with its giant economy, it’s not 

hard to find that in three ASEAN countries, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand, 

per capita GDP is actually higher than China while in two ASEAN states, 

Indonesia and the Philippines, per capita GDP is below China, have developed 

industrial and modern service sectors for forty years. Even though Cambodia, 

Laos, and Vietnam were heavily hit by domestic insurgencies or internal and 

external strife, these countries contrived to lift growth in GDP at a remarkable 

pace since the early 1990s. (Booth, 2011) Consequently, in the past decade, 

bilateral trade volume between China and ASEAN had quintupled reaching 

USD$ 213 billion in 2009 up from 41 billion U.S. dollars in 2001. (Wang and 

Tong, 2013) (See Table 4-1 and Table 4-2) 
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CHINA-ASEAN TRADE, 2001-2013 
(USD billion) 

 
China’s Exports to ASEAN

China’s Imports from 
ASEAN China’s Trade 

with 
ASEAN Value 

Share of 
China’s Total 
Export (%) 

Value 
Share of 

China’s Total 
Import (%) 

2001 18.4 6.9 23.2 9.5 41.6 

2002 23.6 7.2 31.2 10.6 54.8 

2003 30.9 7.1 47.3 11.5 78.3 

2004 42.9 7.2 62.9 11.2 105.9 

2005 55.4 7.3 75.1 11.4 130.4 

2006 71.3 7.4 89.5 11.3 160.8 

2007 94.2 7.7 108.4 11.3 202.6 

2008 114.1 8.0 116.9 10.3 231.1 

2009 106.3 8.8 106.7 10.6 213.0 

2010 138.2 8.8 154.6 11.1 292.8 

2011 170.1 9.0 192.8 11.1 362.9 

2012 204.3 10.0 195.8 10.8 400.1 

2013 244.1 11.0 199.5 10.2 443.6 

Table 4-1. CHINA-ASEAN Trade, 2001-2013 

Source: Wang and Tong (2013); The Ministry of Commerce, PRC (2015) 

 

China recorded trade deficits with ASEAN members until 2012. The trade deficit 

has turned into trade surplus since 2012, when China’s trade surplus with 

ASEAN came to USD$8.5 billion by2 percent of the trade value, reflecting an 

almost balanced trade. Over the past decade, it’s obvious to see China-ASEAN 

trade volume has increased from USD$54.8 billion in 2002 to USD$ 400.1 

billion in 2012. 
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Country 
Exports 

Value 

Share 

(%) 

Export 

Ranking

Imports 

value 

Share 

(%) 

Import 

Ranking

Singapore 40.752 19.94 1 28.524 14.57 4 

Malaysia 36.518 17.88 2 58.295 29.77 1 

Indonesia 34.289 16.79 3 31.930 16.31 3 

Vietnam 34.210 16.75 4 16.229 8.29 6 

Thailand 31.200 15.27 5 38.545 19.6 2 

the Philippines 16.732 8.19 6 19.638 10.03 5 

Myanmar 5.673 2.78 7 1.298 0.66 7 

Cambodia 2.708 1.33 8 0.215 0.11 10 

Brunei 1.252 0.61 9 0.355 0.18 9 

Laos 0.937 0.46 10 0.791 0.40 8 

Table 4-2. CHINA-ASEAN Trade by Country, 2013 

Source: Journal of Economics and Sustainable Development (2014); The 

Ministry of Commerce, PRC (2015) 

 

The ASEAN thus has become China’s third biggest trading partner, and China 

also evolves to be the largest trading nation for ASEAN, which reflects China’s 

emerging economic clout in this region.  

4.1.3. Taking ASEAN+1 FTAs towards the RCEP 

In recent years, the most noticeable cooperative platform between China and 

ASEAN is undoubtedly Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), 

which is the ASEAN-centered regional FTA, comprising the ten ASEAN 

members and six other countries, namely Australia, China, India, Japan, South 

Korea and New Zealand. The RCEP pattern is advocated by China on the basis 

of large regionalism initiatives. RCEP intended to be a counterbalance to the 

U.S., but it will be likely to evolve into distinct institutional mechanism that 

pushes China and the other Asian states to cooperate on the threshold of 

problems. Moreover, the RCEP negotiation framework provides more additional 
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bargaining power and more substantial commitments to ASEAN. (Fukunaga and 

Isono, 2013) 

Time Incident 

November, 2004 
The leaders from ASEAN+3 states advocated establishing East 

Asia Summit. 

December, 2005 

The first East Asia Summit was held. The participants include 

ASEAN states, China, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, 

Australia and India (ASEAN+6). 

August, 2006 

Japan proposed to establish Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership in East Asia (CEPEA). The members include 

ASEAN states, China, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, 

Australia and India (ASEAN+6). 

January, 2007 – 

August, 2009 
Discussion on feasibility of CEPEA 

October, 2010 
East Asia Summit declared to integrate the resources through 

ASEAN+1. 

August, 2011 

The 43th ASEAN Economic Official Meeting (AEM) first 

proposed a FTA that would be developed among 16 countries 

and quickly got the support from 6 countries. 

November, 2011 

The 19th ASEAN Summit officially proposed the FTA that aims 

to bring together the 16 countries into a big economic 

partnership, which is called Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) on the basis of Framework for Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership. 

November, 2012 
The 21st ASEAN Summit declared that RCEP negotiations are 

scheduled for 23-27 September 2013. 

Table 4-3. Timeline of Development of RCEP  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

 

       
11  Sp
coun

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

(%)

FTAs such

with signi

economic 

exception

with the c

China-Jap

the China-

bring less 

weren’t in

under this

Table 4-4.

(Accumul

                    
paghetti‐bow
ntry a product

2.3

h as ASEAN

ificant econ

influence th

. The trade 

ase of five A

pan-Korea F

-Japan-Kore

impact than

nvolved in th

s condition. 

. Economic

lated from 2

                    
l effect indicat
t comes from.

9.5

N+1 FTAs, 

omic impac

han FTA wi

cost is expe

ASEAN+1 

FTA due to t

ea FTA, tog

n the previo

he China-Ja

But ASEAN

c Impact of 

2011 to 201

        
tes a problem
 

5.8

CAFTA, RC

cts. In most 

ithin ASEA

ected to be l

FTAs and t

the lack of t

gether with 

ous circums

apan-Korea 

N members

f ASEAN’s F

15) 

m of FTAs unde

3

ASEAN

Five ASEA

Five ASEA

RCEP

CEP provid

cases, ASE

AN members

lower under

he case of f

the Spaghet

the five AS

tance. Since

FTA, they 

 will be ben

FTA and F

er rules of orig

5

3

AN+1 FTA

AN+1 FTA

de all ASEA

EAN+1 FTA

s. Laos is th

r ASEAN+6

five ASEAN

tti-bowl effe

EAN+1 FTA

e ASEAN m

will gain fe

nefited great

Five ASEAN

gin that design

3.3
2.

s

s and CJK

P a g e

AN countries

As have mor

he only 

6 in compar

N+1 FTAs a

ect11. Howe

TAs, would 

members 

ewer benefit

atly by RCE

N+1 FTAs 

nate which 

.9

8.3

K FTA

e  | 54 

 

s 

re 

rison 

and 

ever, 

ts 

P. 

3

13.4

 

4



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

P a g e  | 55 
 

 
 

Source: Itakura (2013) 

Note: Five ASEAN+1 FTAs refer to AANZFTA, ACFTA, AIFTA, AJCEP and 

AKFTA; CJK FTA indicates China-Japan-Korea FTA 

 

4.2. Investment and Competition 

4.2.1. The Rise of China and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from 

ASEAN 

In fact, one reason leading to the creation of CAFTA is the fear among ASEAN 

nations of China’s rise. As a regional power, China’s rising clout feared 

Southeast Asian states. The panic prevailed during 1997 Asian Financial Crisis 

while the crisis caused a severe cut in FDI inflow to Southeast Asia. But now 

Chinese-ASEAN trade relations are now reciprocal. In 2015, China becomes one 

of the biggest trade and investment locations for Southeast Asia. In 2013, the 

total FDI outflow to ASEAN from the Plus Three states has amounted to 

USD$56 billion with 46.1% occupation of the total FDI by 9.4% increase from 

2012. (InterAksyon.com, 2014) Owing to its largest population and fast-growing 

economy, China’s goods produced from foreign companies are in great demand. 

On the other hand, ASEAN is the second rapid-developing economy in Asia, 

only after China. From 1979 to 2006, ASEAN’s total accumulation of FDI 

outflows to China was merely 6.1% of total FDI to China. Among ASEAN 

economies, Singapore’s FDI accounts for 65% of ASEAN’s total FDI to China. 

(Samphantharak, 2011) (See Table 4-3) 
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Country 2010 2011 2012 

 
Actually 

Used FDI 

Share 

(%) 

Actually

Used FDI

Share 

(%) 

Actually 

Used FDI 

Share 

(%) 

Singapore 542,820 85.84 609,681 91.73 630,508 89.14 

Brunei 30,956 4.90 25,582 3.85 15,109 2.14 

Malaysia 29,433 4.65 35,828 5.39 31,751 4.49 

the Philippines 13,806 2.18 11,185 1.68 13,221 1.87 

Indonesia 7,684 1.22 4,607 0.69 6,378 0.90 

Thailand 5,134 0.81 10,120 1.52 7,772 1.10 

Cambodia 1,035 0.16 1,737 0.26 1,660 0.23 

Laos 945 0.15 588 0.09 200 0.03 

Myanmar 352 0.06 1,021 0.15 384 0.05 

Vietnam 203 0.03 129 0.02 316 0.04 

Total 632,368 100.00 664,650 100.00 707,299 100.00 

Table 4-5. ASEAN’s Outward FDI to China, 2010-2012 (USD 10,000) 

Source: Journal of Economics and Sustainable Development (2014) 

 

It is obvious to see that Singapore, an ASEAN member, was ranked the first in 

2010 in FDI inflows to China with USD 5.4 billion, accounting for 86% of the 

total direct investment from ASEAN into China, second to Brunei. In 2011, 

China’s FDI to ASEAN arose to USD$ 116 billion while FDI from ASEAN was 

USD$ 6.6 billion by 5.7% decrease from the previous year. FDI from Singapore 

into China still won the first place with sum of USD$ 6 billion, but Brunei 

ranked the third among ASEAN members in its FDI inflows into China while 

Malaysia’s FDI into China increased. Overall, except for Singapore, there’s a 

decline in 2011 for FDI from some ASEAN states to China, like the Philippines, 

Laos and Vietnam. And the similar decline also happened in 2012. On the 
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contrary, FDI from Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar to China increased in 

2011. On the other hand, China’s FDI outflows into ASEAN nations in 2010 was 

USD$ 4.4 billion, occupying 9.8% of total FDI outflows into Asia. In 2011, the 

sum of China’s investment in ASEAN countries came to USD$ 5.9 billion, an 

increase by 34%, accounting for 13% of total China’s investment in Asia. By 

2012, China has set up no less than 2,400 FDI enterprises in ASEAN with 

117,500 local employees. Compared to 2010, there’s a growing tendency in 

2011for China’s FDI into ASEAN. (Hasan, Cheng, and Xuan, 2014) 

4.2.2. Overseas Chinese Businesses in Southeast Asia 

Prior to the early 1990s, it was estimated that the population size of ethnic 

Chinese in Southeast Asia is between 4% and 6 %. Among Southeast Asian states, 

Chinese Singaporeans constitute 74.1% of Singaporean population while 

Chinese Malaysians account for 30% of Malaysian population. In some 

Southeast Asian countries like Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines, Chinese 

respectively account for lower than 10%, 3% and 1% of national population.  

The links offer China’s entrepreneur’s advantage to expand Chinese business 

including monopoly licenses to import. Following 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, 

the economic organization of ethnic Chinese business was reshaped in Southeast 

Asia. (Samphantharak, 2011) Therefore, the relationship between Chinese 

business and ethnic Chinese is closely connected to the economy of Southeast 

Asia. In the late 1980s, 37 of the 100 largest companies in Thailand were reputed 

to be controlled by Sino-Thai business groups. The key Teochew families almost 

commanded the economy in Thailand. Besides, Liem Sioe Liong, a Chinese 

Indonesian, controls the Salim Group, which is the largest firm that ethnic 

Chinese controls in Southeast Asia. In the Philippines, there are actually six 
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major Chinese businessmen, especially Lucio Tan, John Gokongwei, Henry 

Syand Alfonso Yechengco share a major part of total Chinese wealth in the 

country. (Kung, 2004) Major ethnic Chinese transnational corporation in 

Southeast Asia can be seen in Table 4-4.   
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Company/ 

Group name 

Major 

Shareholder 

(Ethnic Chinese)

Country of 

Origin 

Major Worldwide 

Operations 

(Geographic Scope) 

World 

Ranking in 

2003 

Hong Leong 

Group 
Kwek Leng Beng Singapore 

Millennium & Copthorne 

Hotels (worldwide) 
15 

Goodwood 

Park 

Group 

Khoo Teck Puat Singapore 
Goodwood Park Hotel 

Group (Asia) 
- 

Far East 

Organization 
Ng Teng Fong Singapore 

Sino Land, Hong Kong 

(Asia) 
- 

Fraser and 

Neave  
Lee Foundation Singapore 

Asia Pacific Brewery 

(Asia) 
39 

Sina Mas 

Group 
Oei Widjaja Indonesia 

Asia Pulp and Paper 

(Asia) Asia Food, 

Singapore (Asia) 

21 

Salim Group Liem Sioe Liong Indonesia 
First Pacific Group, Hong 

Kong (Asia and Europe) 
34 

Lippo Group Mochtar Riady Indonesia Lippo Banks (worldwide) - 

Kerry Group Robert Kuok Malaysia 
Shangri-la Hotels, Hong 

Kong (Asia) 
16 

YTL Group Francis Yeoh Malaysia 
TVB, Hong Kong (Asia 

and North America) 
- 

Hong Leong 

Group 
Quek Leng Chan Malaysia 

YTL Construction 

(Asia and the UK) 

Guoco, Hong Kong 

(worldwide) 

Hume Industries 

(worldwide) 

24 

Amstel Group William Cheng Malaysia Amstel (worldwide) - 

Berjaya Group Vincent Tan Malaysia 
Berjaya Group 

(worldwide) 
- 

Charoen Dhanin Thailand 
CP Pokphand (Asia and 

the US) 
- 

Pokphand 

Group 
Chearavanont  Telecom Asia (Asia) - 

Fortune 

Tobacco 
Lucio Tan Philippines Eton Properties (HK) - 

Table 4-6. Major Ethnic Chinese Transnational Corporations in Southeast Asia 

Source: UNCTAD (2005) 
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4.2.3. China’s Major Investment Projects in Southeast Asia 

In October of 2013, the Chinese leader, Xi Jinping proposed the idea of Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in Indonesia, and then signed the 

Memorandum of Understanding with the 21 countries in Beijing in 2014. AIIB is 

a multilateral mechanism to provide capital to finance infrastructure projects in 

Asia, aiming to improve interconnect exchanges and promote regional economic 

integration. By April, 2015, there are already 57 member states in this 

international financial institution, including 10 ASEAN member nations, 14 EU 

member states, 14 countries from G-20 economies and 5 BRICS states. The 

Articles of Agreement (AOA) is expected to be put into effect in the mid-year of 

2015, and AIIB would be fully established by the end of 2015. The 

China-initiated AIIB would incorporate current multi-developed banks and 

complement the existing architecture. In March 2015, Xi Jinping delivered a 

keynote speech on the annual conference of the Bo’ao Forum for Asia (BFA). He 

told the conference that AIIB is open to all the countries, and expects to promote 

closer regional ties. On the same occasion, China also declared One Belt, One 

Road (OBOR) and raised the initiative of the Jointly Building Silk Road 

Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road.(See Table 4-7) 
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Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB)

Asian  

Development Bank 

(ADB) 

International  

Monetary Fund 

(IMF) 

Establishment 

Time 

Signed the MOU in 2014

Launch in 2015 
1966 1945 

Leading 

Nation 
China Japan the U.S and the EU 

Members 

The first 21 prospective 

founding members, 

including China, India 

and Singapore 

67 member states, 

including the U.S., the 

U.K., Germany, Japan, 

China and R.O.C 

(R.O.C is one of 

founding members) 

188 member states, 

including the U.S., the 

U.K., Germany, Japan, 

China and R.O.C 

(In 1980, the position of 

R.O.C was replaced by 

China) 

Headquarter 
Beijing, 

China 

Manila, 

the Philippines 

Washington, D.C., 

the United States 

Capitalization USD$ 100 billion  USD$ 175 billion USD$ 238 billion 

Object 

Provide infrastructure 

fund to the Asia-Pacific 

countries 

Assist in infrastructure 

construction for 

Asia-Pacific developing 

countries 

Provide financial aid or 

assist in financial 

management for the 

countries with financial 

difficulty 

Strategic 

Meaning 

The China-led AIIB 

serves Beijing’s OBOR 

to gain a status in 

international finance, 

which is regarded as a 

threat to ADB and IMF 

Assist in development of 

Asian countries to 

improve Japan’s 

relations with its 

neighboring countries 

after WWII 

Build the world 

hegemonic position of 

the U.S. after WWII 

Table 4-7. The Comparison of AIIB, ADB and IMF  

Note: Adapted from http://www.aiibank.org/html/aboutus/AIIB/, 

http://www.adb.org/about/main, http://www.imf.org/external/about.htm 

 

OBOR launched by China in 2013 is a transnational economic belt. In 2015, 

Chinese Premier Li Keqiang introduced both AIIB and OBOR on his tour to 

Southeast Asia. OBOR was even called “Chinese Marshall Plan.” The belt in 
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So far, 60 countries and international organizations respond to OBOR with 

population of 4.4 billion, which the total economic volume is approximately 

USD$ 2.1 billion. 

4.3. China’s Official Development Assistance (ODA) Preference toward 

Southeast Asia 

4.3.1. China’s ODA to Southeast Asia 

Economically and geographically, both China and ASEAN share common 

interests and the Mekong River. So, it gave the reason to establish the Greater 

Mekong Sub-region (GMS), which comprises China (specifically Yunnan 

Province and Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 

Thailand, and Vietnam. With the launch of GMS, China-ASEAN cooperation 

signifies a milestone in the economic development of the region. For over the 

past decade, the sub-regional economic cooperation has given a birth to many 

remarkable endeavors, especially in infrastructure sector. There were 

approximately a hundred projects regarding transportation, telecommunications 

and power supplies for development and investment promotion. On the first 

ASEAN-China summit in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, China even reported on its 

blueprint for future cooperation mechanism of the Mekong River basin. The 

report showed China’s willingness to actively take part in the integration of 

China-ASEAN economies to stimulate the development in this region and follow 

the regional cooperation initiatives within the framework. 

As a developing country, China’s foreign assistance is difficult to be measured 

and lacks official funding schedules and centralization of management. A minor 

portion of China’s foreign aid is characteristically regarded as ODA, which the 

foreign activities comprise development grants, concessional loans and 
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long-term funds to developing countries that fit the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) definition. (Lum, Fischer, 

Gomez-Granger, and Leland, 2009) When China offers ODA in ASEAN states 

such as Thailand and Malaysia, the human resources development and training 

supported by the China-ASEAN Cooperation Fund improves the prosperity and 

progress in Southeast Asia. Technical training is one of important forms in 

China’s ODA, agricultural development in particular. And infrastructure support 

in the Mekong Basin is a good example of new focus in China’s ODA to ASEAN. 

(Saw, 2007) As a matter of fact, China’s foreign aid focuses on Burma, 

Cambodia and Laos, which are the poorest countries in Southeast Asia and have 

been hostile to the U.S. So, China is regarded as a “major economic benefactor” 

in these countries. To Burma, the main resource of foreign economic assistance 

comes from China with 2 billion in weapon and 5 billion in loans, plants, gas 

production and agricultural projects. China also financed Burma on many 

infrastructures and energy-related projects; whereas, Japan, the United States, 

France, Australia, and Germany are the top resource of ODA to Cambodia. 

Foreign aid to Cambodia would be coordinated through the Consultative Group 

(CG), which is an international financing organization under supervision of 

World Bank. Even though China provided little development assistance to 

Cambodia, it’s considered the largest resource of loans, infrastructure and 

hydro-power projects. Similar to Cambodia, Laos’s most foreign aid came from 

western countries, like France, Swede and Germany. China thus became the 

second biggest aid donor of ODA to Laos. In fact, China has brought technical 

assistance, low-interest loan and foreign investment to Laos since the late 1990s. 

Besides, China also has contributed to construction on transportation 
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infrastructure, agricultural training and hydro-power projects in this country. In 

addition to the least developed Southeast Asian countries mentioned above, 

China also provided Vietnam with ODA and loans to build railways and 

hydro-power development. Compared to Japan and France, however, China isn’t 

the biggest aid donor of ODA to Vietnam. (Lum, Morrison, and Vaughn, 2008) 

4.3.2. China’s Foreign Assistance in Review 

With its remarkable economic growth, China has become one of largest sponsors 

in infrastructure to Southeast Asia. The access to natural resources in Southeast 

Asia has much to do with China’s funding activities in this region, but the extent 

of which is greater than Africa and Latin America. Like in other regions, the 

major portion of China’s foreign aid in Southeast Asia lies in natural resources, 

infrastructure and energy development (See the figure 4-5). (Weston, Campbell, 

and Koleski, 2011)  

 

Figure 4-9. Estimates of China’s Foreign Aid and Government-Sponsored 

Investment Activities in East Asia by Category, 2001–2011 

Source: Wolf, Charles; Jr., Wang Xiao; Warner, Eric (2013) 
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Note: East Asia here comprises 12 states: Mongolia, North Korea, Cambodia, 

Philippines, Thailand, Laos, Indonesia, Malaysia, East Timor, Myanmar, 

Singapore, and Vietnam. 

 

Nevertheless, there is a huge controversy over Chinese involvement pertaining 

infrastructure construction assistance. When it comes to China’s foreign aid, 

exploitation usually accompanies its aid projects. Obviously, China takes 

advantage of abundant resources when the country invests in these core regions 

through legitimate means, mostly in form of offering foreign aid in infrastructure 

projects for regional economy. (Lengauer, 2011)  

4.4. China-ASEAN Cooperation in People-to-People Exchanges 

4.4.1. Tourism between China and Southeast Asia: Challenges and New 

Directions 

Owing to the cultural and economic ties, China and ASEAN are engaged to 

strengthen the bilateral cooperation in such fields as tourism and cultural 

exchange. Therefore, China as the biggest spender on international tourism since 

2010 became an important object for ASEAN to keenly approach. In view of 

tourism in Southeast Asia, the number of inbound tourists from China to ASEAN 

countries was 10 million in the 2000s. Among these ASEAN members, the total 

number of Chinese tourists has been way fewer in Indonesia, Malaysia, the 

Philippines and Thailand. (Wattanapruttipaisan, 2003) The reason that some 

Chinese tourists choose Southeast Asia as their destination mainly because they 

have less time or money to go to faraway place such as Europe. Among these 

ASEAN member states, Thailand has ranked first place with rapid growth in the 

number of tourists from China. (see Table 4-6) 
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Table 4-10. Tourist Arrivals in ASEAN  

Source: Association of Southeast Nations (2014) 

 

At the end of 2014, however, there was the relative decline in the number of 

Chinese visitors to Southeast Asia. In Singapore’s case, the number of Chinese 

tourists to the country has decreased by nearly 40 percent. The reason has a lot to 

do with territorial disputes with Vietnam and the Philippines, the tragedy of 

Country of 

Origin/ 

Partner 

Country 

Number of Tourist Arrivals Share to Total 

Year-On

-Year 

Change

Thousands Percent Percent

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2012-2013

Intra-ASEAN 30,276.4 31,693.8 35,042.8 37,732.9 39,845.5 43,223.6 46.1 48.3 47.5 46.5 44.7 44.1 8.5 

Japan 3,623.8 3,214.0 3,350.9 3,664.4 4,275.3 4,721.1 5.5 4.9 4.5 4.5 4.8 4.8 10.4 

China 4,471.5 4,201.7 5,415.9 7,315.6 9,283.2 12,641.8 6.8 6.4 7.3 9.0 10.4 12.9 36.2 

Republic of 

Korea 
2,657.1 2,448.7 3,286.1 3,862.0 4,011.4 4,871.0 4.1 3.7 4.5 4.8 4.5 5.0 21.4 

Australia 2,904.5 3,028.6 3,464.9 3,926.3 4,059.6 4,294.2 4.4 4.6 4.7 4.8 4.5 4.4 5.8 

New Zealand 319.7 272.3 292.0 390.3 358.0 434.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.4 21.4 

European Union 6,990.0 6,989.1 7,000.9 7,355.4 8,079.1 8,652.6 10.7 10.6 9.5 9.1 9.1 8.8 7.1 

USA 2,653.3 2,553.4 2,680.5 2,838.0 2,984.2 3,174.0 4.0 3.9 3.6 3.5 3.3 3.2 6.4 

Canada 508.9 455.9 498.5 594.2 709.0 763.2 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 7.7 

India 1,984.7 2,103.6 2,478.0 2,711.3 2,839.6 2,921.7 3.0 3.2 3.4 3.3 3.2 3.0 2.9 

Russian 

Federation 
505.1 518.6 867.6 1,299.1 1,834.6 2,459.4 0.8 0.8 1.2 1.6 2.1 2.5 34.1 

Pakistan 150.5 159.1 92.3 105.8 175.8 190.3 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.2 8.2 

Total Selected 

Partner 

Countries/Regions 

57,045.5 57,638.8 64,247.6 71,795.3 78,455.2 88,347.4 87.0 87.8 87.1 88.4 87.9 90.1 12.6 

Rest of the World 8,560.0 8,041.6 9,505.1 9,433.7 10,770.0 9,653.2 13.0 12.2 12.9 11.6 12.1 9.9 -10.4 

Total Tourist 

Arrivals in 

ASEAN 

65,605.5 65,680.3 73,752.6 81,229.0 89,225.2 98,000.6 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 9.8 
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flight MH370 and the coup in Thailand. 

4.4.2. China and Southeast Asia: New Areas of Cooperation in 

Education, Science and Technology and Environmental 

Protection 

Southeast Asia is one of the most dynamic regions in the world. Asian nations 

are inclined to lay an emphasis on industrialization and economic growth since 

they are regarded as a way to achieve security and then develop a great state. 

Science and technology offer opportunities for economies among Southeast 

Asian economies to be strongly connected with global networks in a period of 

structural transformation. The big Southeast Asian economies like Malaysia, 

Thailand and Indonesia have built adaptive capacity within institutions, 

electronics engineering industries and governments. The labors from these 

countries are adept in similar technologies aboard with plant management 

techniques in accordance with the labor productivity levels in industrial countries 

across the world regarding the production of standardized commodities.  

Southeast Asia has been greatly influenced by Chinese and Indian culture in 

virtue of history and geographical location. Around 1,000 A.D., China came to 

dominate East Asia, and then introduced Chinese script and Confucian values to 

its tributary states. Among other countries in Indochina Peninsula, Vietnam was 

deeply influenced by Chinese script, Confucianism, and Taoism. In modern 

Vietnam, Chinese characters are still widely used in Vietnamese writing. And 

Confucianism is common in Vietnamese society as parents teach their children 

toward filial piety, and is even supported by Vietnamese government through 

Confucian examination system. But as to the religion in Southeast Asia, 

Buddhism has been dominating for many centuries, particularly in Burma, 
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Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. The impact that Buddhism has brought 

to daily life in these countries is significant.  

On the other hand, as the world is concerned about China’s economic rise and 

military power, there is a sharp increase in the world’s rising demand for Chinese 

learning. With its ascending clout, China also intends to create a favorable image 

in its peaceful rise by setting up approximately 900 Confucius Institutes around 

the globe to spread Chinese language and culture by 2012. The establishment of 

these Confucius Institutes shows the way to extend its international influence. 

Also, China cautiously chose “Confucius” as name of the institute to clear the 

doubt of connection with political ideology. It’s obvious to see China’s peaceful 

rise has a strong basis in its international behavior. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

5.1. China-ASEAN Relations: from Rivalry to Reconciliation 

Over the past few centuries, China had imperially influenced Southeast Asia 

region. China-ASEAN ties have evolved into close economic interaction and 

cooperation in the late 1990s from a lack of official relations before the Cold War. 

China didn’t pursue diplomatic relations with ASEAN members until the 1990s.  

Prior to the 1980s, China was considered as communist threat by Southeast 

Asian countries, so most of the Southeast Asian governments had hostility 

toward China. China was perceived a threat to anti-communist Southeast Asian 

countries before the 1980s. But there has been a remarkable progress in 

China-ASEAN relations since the 1970s. China started to develop diplomatic 

relations with Malaysia in 1974, the Philippines and Thailand in 1975, Singapore 

in 1990, and Brunei in 1991. Then, China re-established diplomatic ties with 

Indonesia in 1990 and normalized the diplomatic relations with Vietnam in 1991. 

ASEAN was founded in 1967 with Bangkok Declaration. In 1991, China made 

its first appearance on ASEAN stage at ASEAN Foreign Minister Meeting, and 

became a full dialogue partner of ASEAN in 1996.  

In 1989, many countries imposed economic sanction against China due to 

Tiananmen crackdown. The circumstance made China isolated internationally; 

China thus had no choice but to actively develop diplomatic relations with other 

countries to break its isolation by attending many international activities after the 

Tiananmen incident. To increase its presence in international affairs, China made 

its first step to promote ties with ASEAN by participating in multi-field and 

multilevel international platforms. China realized that it could establish a 

favorable image and forge mutually beneficial relations with major powers by 
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integrating with multilateral institutions after the China Comprehensive 

Economic Cooperation was signed in 2002. (Astarita, 2008) 

5.2. Forging Closer China-ASEAN Economic Relations in the 21st Century 

During the Cold War period, China and ASEAN began relations with distrust and 

confrontation. China’s relations with Southeast Asian countries reached a peak in 

the 1997 with the Asian financial crisis. When most Southeast Asian states were 

severely hit by the economic downturn, they called for the U.S. to offer the 

urgent help. Yet, the U.S. didn’t immediately answer their call for some reasons. 

Instead, it was China that provided the assistance for the acute need and 

stabilized the region. The act made the lukewarm relationship turn into the level 

of annual APT meeting. APT cooperation has deepened in many fields of 

collaboration. The meeting provides evidence of China’s growing clout in 

Southeast Asia and established CMI to maintain financial stability in Southeast 

Asia. The leaders from ASEAN+3 states also decided to hold a ASEAN+3 

summit annually in 1998 to expand cooperation in the fields of economy, politics 

and culture exchange, especially finance and trade. The removal of tariffs and 

non-tariffs barriers ensures free flow of goods among APT countries. 

To establish the bilateral partnership for regional stability and prosperity requires 

fostering neighborly relations and harmonious regional environment between 

China and ASEAN. The close economic cooperation makes the relations 

between China and ASEAN member states greatly developed. Today, the trade 

volume between China and ASEAN nations was 36 times as much as that in the 

early 1990s. It is also expected to reach 500 billion U.S. dollars in 2015. The 

trend of economic cooperation in Asia-Pacific region is in the ascendant. Among 

the economic cooperation, CAFTA is the most attentive. With the birth of 
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CAFTA, both China and ASEAN nations have benefited a lot from the rapid and 

marvelous economic growth in the free trade area. China and ASEAN signed to 

completed Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Co-operation 

Between the Association of Southeast Asian Nations and the People’s Republic of 

China in 2002. Later, China and ASEAN proposed Early Harvest Program (EHP), 

which China agreed ASEAN countries to benefit the “early harvest” from tariff 

reduction on some 600 agricultural imports in 2004. The act indicates that both 

China and ASEAN would like to share more political and economic interest from 

the close economic relations. Also, in the meanwhile, China showed its 

leadership in some regional issue for the Asia Pacific. Most ASEAN members 

are developing countries, which the economic structure changed from 

export-oriented industrialization into domestic consumption. To ASEAN 

members, especially Thailand, tourism is also a vital source of services exports. 

In 2012, Chinese tourists visited ASEAN countries as the second-largest group. 

In the context of China’s rise, ASEAN members also increase their export 

volume from multinational corporations and draw FDI from China. As far as 

ASEAN is concerned, it cooperates with China through bilateral and multilateral 

mechanism in a context of U.S. declining influence and China’s rising clout. 

Economically, ASEAN witnesses China’s market potential for products in 

Southeast Asia. Since the financial crisis broke out in 1997, ASEAN members 

have increasingly valued China as an indispensable economic partner. 

Furthermore, foreign aid helps as well. China has provided official development 

assistance of billions of dollars to Southeast Asian states since 2004, mostly are 

low interest loans. China-initiated AIIB also will finance infrastructure projects 

for regional economic cooperation in combination with “Silk Road Economic 
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Belt” reaching Southern Europe via Xi’an and the “21st Century Maritime Silk 

Road” stretching from Venice to Fujian Province through Indian Ocean. The 

economic proposal helps resolve the territorial disputes in SCS, and China has 

been removing suspicion among its neighboring countries with financial support. 

Nevertheless, the critical challenge for China-ASEAN economic relations is the 

different levels of development and economic scales. (Nargiza and Iacob, 2015) 

Prior to the 21st century, therefore, China-ASEAN ties had developed into 

multilateral cooperation on in fields such cooperation as HR resources 

development, finance and health. 

5.3. Territorial Tension Is the Main Challenge to China-ASEAN Relations 

Increasingly tense territorial issue has been always a big concern among China 

and Southeast Asian nations. Territorial disputes in resource-rich South China 

Sea began to emerge in the 1980s. China and other five ASEAN members, 

including the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Brunei, get 

involved in the disputed area up to date. Until the present, rival territorial claims 

in the disputed areas are still often heard every now and then. Although Beijing 

attempts to improve its relations with Southeast Asian nations, its assertive 

sovereignty claims over these disputed territories almost ruins the efforts from 

economic cooperation. It’s clear that China and ASEAN states will encounter 

multiple challenges concerning political systems, territorial disputes and 

economic development in their future cooperation. But, foreign investors won’t 

be interested if conflicts continue to remain in this area. Therefore, in the early 

2000s, China-ASEAN cooperation in military had turned into official 

relationship. In the fields of security and military cooperation, China signed the 

DOC and COC for the SCS territorial issues and became the first non-Southeast 
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Asian state to accede formally to join TAC with ASEAN in 1976. On the other 

hand, China and ASEAN issued Joint Declaration on Cooperation in the Field of 

Non-traditional Security. In 2005, China also officially acceded to TAC for 

peace and prosperity though friendly relations among states in Southeast Asia.  

As a regional power, China is engaged to working with ASEAN to promote East 

Asia cooperation and make contribution to peace and prosperity in the region. 

Over the past two decades, Southeast Asian countries have employed the 

regional institutions as multilateral platforms, such as ARF and ASEAN+3, to 

socialize the external powers, China in particular. (Ciorciari, 2009)  

ASEAN members respectively signed ASEAN+1 FTA with their six dialogue 

partners including Australia, China, India, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and 

New Zealand. ASEAN and its dialogue partners initially pursued the goal of 

ASEAN+3 or ASEAN+6 framework, but later reached an impasse. In the case of 

ASEAN+3 framework, the progress of cooperation in China-Japan-Korea FTA 

stagnated due to the complicated political and historical background. As to the 

idea of ASEAN+6, the situation would be more intricate since there are more 

countries involved. ASEAN expanded its cooperation with obstacles, so most 

ASEAN states turned to bilateral cooperation with other countries on FTAs to 

find a way out of the difficult position. Among ASEAN states, Singapore takes 

the most active attitude toward FTA promotion, and so far Singapore’s network 

of FTAs has covered 20 FTAs. Malaysia and Thailand also have positive attitude 

toward FTA promotion. However, the attitude of other ASEAN countries such as 

Cambodia, Laos, the Philippines and Indonesia remains conservative on FTA due 

to the lack of government resources and their poor economic development. In the 

case of Indonesia, its textile industry became less attractive after 
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China-Indonesia FTA came to effective. The other Indonesian industries thus 

rejected to individually sign FTA with a country. So far, ASEAN members would 

rather promote FTA together than sign FTA with other countries respectively. 

Simply put, ASEAN has been proceeding economic cooperation for many years. 

In recent years, China’s remarkable economic growth contributes greatly to 

ASEAN’s economic development. The close economic relations between China 

and ASEAN, the bilateral diplomatic ties become friendly and good-neighborly 

relations. That’s also the very reason that ASEAN would propose RCEP to 

counterbalance TPP led by the U.S. Nevertheless, the path of China-ASEAN 

economic cooperation is full of risks and challenges. For example, some 

economically backward ASEAN members like Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar 

have been suffering from poverty. There’s discrepancy in the level of economic 

development among ASEAN states, which is a big concern in terms of regional 

economic cooperation and safety. On the other hand, China’s fast-growing 

economic influence provide ASEAN states resources on their economic 

development, but this way makes ASEAN become increasingly dependent on 

China economically. Moreover, China’s territorial disputes with its neighboring 

countries are often heard, including the competition on sovereignty over Paracel 

Islands and Spratly archipelago. That indicates economic cooperation might not 

completely avoid political conflict, but might further destroy the economic 

relations.   
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