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This edited volume seeks to provide a case for a Maritime 

Southeast Asia-ROK collaboration in the field of security 

cooperation, noting convergences such as capacities, the potential 

for strategic collaboration, and possible shared values, aside from 

also noting how many regional security challenges will likely 

come from the sea. Such sub-regional cooperation is definitely not 

strange to Southeast Asia, seeing the success of the ROK-Mekong 

sub-regional mechanism. Through furthering the prospect of such 

engagement going forward, we hope to also contribute to the 

overall Southeast Asia-Korea relations in an increasingly complex 

and “securitized” region. 

We would like to thank Gilang Kembara, Nurliana 

Kamaruddin, Zokhri Idris, Aaron Jed Rabena, Shawn Ho, Siu 
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going forward and the crucial role for middle power 

collaborations.  

 

Andrew W. Mantong and Waffaa Kharisma 

Centre for Strategic and International Studies  

  



 

About the authors 

 

Kasira Cheeppensook is a lecturer of International Relations at the 

Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, Assistant 

Dean in Academic Affairs, and Deputy Director of the Centre for 

Social and Development Studies. After receiving a BA in Political 

Science majoring in International Relations from Chulalongkorn 

University, she completed an MPhil in International Relations at 

the University of Cambridge and a Ph.D. in International 

Relations at the London School of Economics and Political 

Science. Her interests include ASEAN, normative transition, and 

human security. 

 

Won Deuk Cho is a Research Professor at the Institute of Foreign 

Affairs and National Security (IFANS), Korea National 

Diplomatic Academy (KNDA), Republic of Korea. He is a current 

lecturer at Yonsei University Graduate School of International 

Studies. He is also a senior researcher at the Institute of Global 

Governance, SookMyung Women’s University. Prof. Cho 

received his Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 

 

Hoang Thi Ha is a Fellow and Co-coordinator of the Regional 

Strategic and Political Studies Programme at ISEAS – Yusof Ishak 

Institute. Before her current position, she was the Lead Researcher 

(Political-Security) at the ASEAN Studies Centre of ISEAS. Her 

research interests include major powers in Southeast Asia and 

political-security issues in ASEAN, especially the South China Sea 

disputes, ASEAN human rights cooperation, ASEAN in the Indo-

Pacific discourse, and ASEAN’s institutional building.  

 



 

 

  

Shawn Ho is a Singaporean and an Associate Research Fellow at 

the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS) in 

Singapore. He conducts research as a member of the Regional 

Security Architecture Programme at RSIS. He also contributes to 

and supports the work done by the Council for Security 

Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) Singapore. Shawn 

obtained his Master’s Degree in Asian Studies from RSIS and his 

Bachelor’s Degree from the Singapore Management University 

(SMU) with a double major in Political Science and Economics. He 

also spent six months studying Korean intensively at the Yonsei 

University Korean Language Institute in Korea. 

 

Chiew-Ping Hoo is Senior Lecturer in Strategic Studies and 

International Relations at the National University of Malaysia 

(UKM). She is concurrently a member of the Consultative Council 

on Foreign Policy at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Malaysia; 

Adjunct Lecturer at the Malaysian Armed Forces Defence College 

and the Institute of Diplomacy and Foreign Relations of Malaysia. 

While her main research focus is on the Korean peninsula 

security, she also works on the security and economic linkages 

between Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia, Southeast Asia and 

smaller states’ response to power and security issues, and 

external powers’ influence (US, China, Japan, Korea, Australia) in 

Southeast Asia.  

 

Zokhri Idris has held some academic positions in International 

Relations (IR) research and teaching, heralding as the Deputy 

Dean of Student Affairs at the Management and Science 

University, prior to joining IDEAS as Director of External 

Relations. His area of specialization focuses on the changing 

nature of the sovereignty of developing nations, especially 

Malaysia. His research activities varied from a local setting to a 

regional-setting agenda research firms both in Kuala Lumpur and 



 

Seoul. He holds a Doctorate Degree in IR, looking into 

international terrorism proliferation and states' counterterrorism 

policies, expanding into the ambits of historical narratives, 

regional context, and foreign policies. 

 

Nurliana Kamaruddin specializes in international security and 

development cooperation. Her Ph.D. research focused on the 

state-led rural development programs of Malaysia and South 

Korea. Nurliana was a recipient of the Korea Foundation ASEAN 

Fellowship (2013-2015), the POSCO TJ Park Foundation Asia 

Fellowship (2009-2011) and the Ewha Global Partnership Program 

(2006-2009). Prior to her appointment as Senior Lecturer at the 

Asia-Europe Institute (AEI), Nurliana was a Research Assistant at 

AEI (2011-2013) and before that, she was a lecturer at the English 

Language Centre, Stamford College, Selangor (2009). 

 

Gilang Kembara is a Researcher at the Centre for Strategic and 

International Studies (CSIS) in Jakarta, Indonesia. Ever since he 

joined CSIS as an intern in 2015, Gilang has assisted in various 

projects, namely “Partnership for Regional Peace: 

Operationalising ASEAN-China Comprehensive Strategic 

Partnership in Southeast Asia” and “By Sea and Democracy: 

Operationalising Indonesia – Japan Strategic Partnership.” He has 

also managed to contribute to several writings in local journals 

and newspapers. His background is in Strategic Studies and Asia-

Pacific but is currently expanding his knowledge toward the 

maritime sector. 

 

Muhammad Waffaa Kharisma is a Researcher at the Centre for 

Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) Jakarta, Indonesia. 

With CSIS, he has worked on a range of research topics on the 

intersection between geopolitics, sovereignty, and humanitarian 

issues, including on the security dynamics of the Indo-Pacific, the 



 

 

  

role of ASEAN in regional geopolitics and humanitarian issues, 

Indonesian foreign policy, the geopolitics and foreign policy 

drivers around the Korean Peninsula, the humanitarian situation 

in Myanmar, and Indonesia’s maritime security.  

 

Jaehyon Lee is a research fellow and director of the Center for 

ASEAN and Oceania Studies at the Asan Institute for Policy 

Studies. Prior to joining the Asan Institute, Dr. Lee was a research 

fellow at the Korean Institute of Southeast Asian Studies and a 

visiting professor at the Institute of Foreign Affairs and National 

Security at the Korean National Diplomatic Academy. He writes 

extensively on international relations in Southeast Asia, ASEAN, 

and regional cooperation in East Asia. His research interests 

include Southeast Asian politics and international relations, 

regional cooperation in East Asia, and non-traditional and human 

security issues in general. 

 

Andrew Wiguna Mantong is a researcher at CSIS Indonesia. Prior 

to joining CSIS, he served as the Secretary of the Undergraduate 

Program at the Department of International Relations, 

Universitas Indonesia. His research experience and activities 

include topics such as the uses of developmental measures for 

foreign policy and counter-terrorism objectives, cyberpolitics, 

non-traditional security, state-society relations, ASEAN, and 

Indonesian foreign policy. 

 

Aaron Jed Rabena is a Research Fellow at the Asia-Pacific 

Pathways to Progress in Manila, Senior Lecturer at the Asian 

Center in the University of the Philippines, and a member of the 

Philippine Council for Foreign Relations (PCFR). He had served 

as Visiting Fellow at the China Institute of International Studies 

(CIIS), China Foreign Affairs University (CFAU), and ISEAS-

Yusof Ishak Institute in Singapore. He is also a Pacific Forum 



 

Young Leader, and is an alumnus of the East-West Center (EWC) 

in Hawaii and the U.S. State Department’s International Visitor 

Leadership Program (IVLP). Jed obtained his PhD in International 

Relations from Shandong University in the People’s Republic of 

China and has an Executive Education in Risk Management from 

the Asian Institute of Management (AIM). His areas of interest 

include Strategic Studies, Greater East Asian Geopolitics and 

Multilateral Politics, Political Risk, and Chinese Politics 

and Foreign Policy. 

 

Asyura Salleh is the Co-Founder of the Global Awareness & 

Impact Alliance (GAIA). She is also an Adjunct non-Resident 

Vasey Research Fellow for the Pacific Forum and the Special 

Advisor on Maritime Security for the Yokosuka Council on Asia 

Pacific Affairs (YCAPS). Her policy experience lies in her work 

for the UNODC Global Maritime Crime Programme, Stable Seas, 

and Brunei Prime Minister's Officer. Dr. Asyura has a research 

interest in maritime security in the Asia Pacific, with a focus on 

transnational maritime crime and maritime governance. Dr. 

Asyura gained a Masters in War Studies from King’s College 

London and earned a doctorate in International Relations from 

the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies Singapore.  

 

Ha Anh Tuan is the Assistant Director General of the East Sea 

(SCS) Institute, the Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam. He also 

serves as Executive Director of the Foundation for East Sea (South 

China Sea) Studies, a non-governmental and not-for-profit 

institution established with a mission to advance knowledge and 

research in maritime affairs. He completed his Master’s Degree at 

the Australian National University and Ph.D. Degree at the 

University of New South Wales (Australia). Tuan has a 

background in international relations and politics. His research 

interests are international security in the Asia-Pacific, with a 



 

 

  

special focus on maritime security and international relations in 

the South China Sea. 

 

Siu Tzyy Wei is a Volunteer Research Associate at the Global 

Awareness and Impact Alliance (GAIA). With a background in 

Sociology and Anthropology and an aim to develop a deeper 

understanding of how national factors can evolve and threaten 

the international system, Wei's research interest lies mainly in the 

politics of Asia. 

 

 

 



This page is intentionally left blank



   

 

CHAPTER 1 

Introduction: 

Building a Case for ROK-Maritime 

Southeast Asia Security Cooperation 

Waffaa Kharisma and Andrew W. Mantong 

 

In the last decade, the Republic of Korea (ROK) has stepped 

up its effort to engage beyond its traditional partners. 1 ROK’s key 

objective is to expand its foreign policy horizon and diversify its 

relations amidst shifting geopolitical relations in the new age of  

the “Indo-Pacific.”2 Traditionally, the ROK, like many Southeast 

Asian countries, is engaged in security cooperation with the 

United States and enjoys the order provided by their military 

presence in the Asia Pacific whilst continuing their blossoming 

economic engagement with a rising China. However, stronger 

expression of decoupling coming from the United States (US)-

China great power competition has meant the ROK has less room 

to interact strategically with one without risking certain aspects 

of its relationship with the other.3 In recent years, domestic 

political impulses and economic conditions have also triggered 

certain nationalist policies that overshadow the traditional 

relationship between the US, ROK, and Japan, creating a lesser 

sense of reliability to the old alliance.4 

With the ROK seeking to continue to boost its power profile, 

whether in security, economic, or cultural people-to-people 

context, whilst mitigating the adverse impacts, or even backlash, 

from being swept into the US-China great power competition, 

diversification of partners seemed like the logical approach. Whilst 

the ROK remains a strong ally of the US and depends on the US’ 

security partnership and umbrella to counter its security anxieties 

with its northern neighbors, a straightforward decoupling with 

China is likely not the answer. This is not only because of ROK’s 
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strong economic relations with China – Korea-China trade 

volume has multiplied tremendously from 6.4 billion USD in 1992 

to more than 240 million USD in 2020, exceeding the total of ROK 

with both Japan and the United States.5 

For resident powers, coexisting with a rising China is a fact of 

life. History suggests that isolating a great power never turns out 

great for regional peace and stability.6 Incentivizing (and 

confronting when needed) China into its benign, friendly, and 

inclusive version is always the long-term goal, even for countries 

with strong concerns over China’s coercive behaviors.7 Under 

such a strategic context, diversifying strategic relations can help 

the ROK’s resilience to navigate between geopolitical shifts and 

an increasingly tricky security environment. 

ASEAN has been a key target of such diversification efforts, as 

exemplified by ROK’s New Southern Policy (NSP) and New 

Southern Policy Plus (NSP Plus) Strategy. The product of 

President Moon Jae-in’s administration, the NSP and the NSP 

Plus have worked well to complement the existing trajectory in 

the ASEAN-Korea relations - ROK's investment into Southeast 

Asia and India grew by 73 percent from 2017 to 2021, amounting 

to 111.9 billion USD in 2021.8 ROK also has consistently featured 

as the fourth-largest ASEAN trading partner in the last seven 

years. 
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Figure 1. ASEAN-ROK Trade in Goods (in billion USD) 

 

Source: ASEAN Stats Data Portal9 

 

But NSP’s most important contribution is in providing a 

framework that can reassure ASEAN countries, along with India, 

that the ROK fully commits to its Southward venture. The 

institutional commitments made by the ROK, such as the 

establishment of the ASEAN and Southeast Asian Affairs Bureau 

in the Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the expansion of the 

Mission of ROK to ASEAN, also signal a sense of sustainability in 

ROK’s attention to Southeast Asia.10 In the medium to long term, 

ASEAN countries hope that these institutional milestones will 

work to incentivize Korean officials to adopt more of ASEAN 

lexicons, echo more support on ASEAN-led mechanisms, and 

solidify the Southeast Asian region in Korea’s (government, 

businesses, and people) regional outlook.11 

For ASEAN countries, compared to plenty of other regional 

powers and their Indo-Pacific-era strategic regional initiatives, 

the ROK has emerged as a promising partner. 2022's Southeast 

Asia Survey published by ISEAS shows the top preferred “third-
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party” partner for Southeast Asians to hedge against uncertainties 

of the US-China strategic rivalry: 1) European Union; 2) Japan; 3) 

Australia; 4) the United Kingdom; 5) ROK; 6) India.12 Among 

these powers, ROK’s regional policy is often perceived as 

featuring less propensity towards a particular geopolitical 

intention that would burden Southeast Asian countries with 

political attachments or fear of repercussion.13 Korean military 

has never been perceived as hostile to Southeast Asians. Korea’s 

foreign policy posture and behavior as a middle power in the 

region have also suited the values of multilateralism, a non-zero-

sum mindset, and inclusivity championed by ASEAN.14 

Furthermore, ROK has featured relatively well in the context 

of Southeast Asia’s pandemic management, public health 

cooperation, and post-pandemic recovery agenda, or Southeast 

Asia’s mission to improve regional connectivity, both being the 

popular common denominator in the region.15 Bilateral ties 

between Southeast Asian countries and the ROK look strong 

economically and is reliable, with featured flagship projects such 

as plant construction in Vietnam, the light rail and renewable 

energy project in Indonesia, the electrical station in Myanmar, the 

smart city project in Singapore, and the IT master plan in 

Cambodia.16 ROK has also done plenty beyond government-to-

government interactions, investing in cooperation project that 

benefits non-governmental organizations, education and study 

centers, and other grounded projects involving the private sector. 

This latter form of cooperation further exemplifies a sense of 

relevance and practicality to the ASEAN-ROK relations and plays 

a part in the partnership’s attractiveness.  
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Figure 2. Status of the ASEAN-Republic of Korea 

Cooperation Fund (Based on Budget Approved 1990-2020) 

Source: ASEAN-Korea Cooperation Fund17 

 

Regardless, ROK’s engagement has also been criticized for 

being too timid for an increasingly unstable region. ROK’s 

cooperation with ASEAN has largely fallen into certain niches of 

cooperation sectors over which the ROK has a traditional 

modality, particularly in education, cultural, and trade 

facilitation cooperation. For instance, ROK’s NSP has not 

included extensive and leading security cooperation, even though 

“peace” is a third of its pillar. This sector remains underexplored 

under the NSP Plus Strategy. While certain forms of cooperation 

in non-traditional security issues (e.g., disaster management and 

transnational crimes) have been set under the New Southern 

Policy (and even before then), ROK’s growing capacity in the 

security sector leaves room for deepening cooperation.18 The 

regional-level framework on security cooperation also remains 

limited and less strategic in nature, although more interaction in 

security dialogues since 2014 has suggested Korea’s rising 

attention to regional security issues.19  

At least two reasons further underpin the argument for 

deepening security cooperation between Korea and ASEAN. First, 
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ROK’s tremendous growth has given it enough power profile to 

explore security cooperation. Global and regional indexes have 

consistently ranked the ROK among the top major powers in 

economic, military, and overall state capability. In conventional 

security terms, the ROK spends relatively high in military 

expenditure, which is then invested in boosting its armed force's 

overall readiness and procurement of assets, placing it closely 

around countries like Japan and India in terms of possession of 

assets (especially for the Korean Army and Navy).20 These 

elements of power locate Korea in a position where its foreign 

policy decision may affect the dynamics of the international, or at 

least regional, system.21 Growing or strengthening ties between 

Korea and ASEAN may potentially shape the balance of power or 

alter regional security order. 

Second, to shift our attention to more relational aspects, the 

Indo-Pacific region increasingly demands attention to security 

development and cooperation. The narrative of great power 

competition in the region has moved beyond mere economic 

competition for supply chain and intellectual properties dispute 

towards security competition, including in the proliferation of 

deployments of security assets in multiple domains, such as at 

sea, in the cyber domain, and so on. As China continues with its 

development of military installation and infrastructure on 

artificial islands, rival powers increase the frequency and scale of 

their military operations and deployments.22 In turn, the former 

responded with high-scale exercises and drills, creating a chain of 

security dilemma. These dilemmas are further exemplified by the 

proliferation of major-power-sponsored security initiatives and 

the relative increase in military spending across the region.23 

However, the region cannot afford the overwhelming sweeping 

of great power competition narrative since there are specific 

needs in the region which fall outside policy areas of competition.  

The need for a boost in Korea’s role is further put forward by 

the fact that the dominating narrative of great power competition 
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has marginalized a lot of other urgent issues that are also 

pertinent to the region. Notably, these refer to non-traditional 

security issues, such as disaster relief and cyber security. For 

instance, the UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction has 

recognized that the global battle to reduce disaster losses by 2030 

will be won or lost in the Asia Pacific.24 In fact, according to the 

World Meteorological Organization, Asia accounts for one-third 

of the globally reported weather, climate, and water-related 

disasters, nearly half of the global account for such disaster’s 

deaths, and one-third of the associated economic losses.25 But the 

region remains one of the more vulnerable and less covered by 

early disaster warning systems.26 

The same goes for cyber security. Despite posing significant 

growth in the digital environment and internet connectivity, 

regions like Southeast Asia have suffered from growing cyber 

incidents due to the lack of governance, awareness, and capacity 

to adapt to newer threats in these unconventional domains. 27 

Similarly, even though maritime security issues like piracy, 

armed robbery, and maritime terrorism have for long made the 

South China Sea and Indian Ocean feature around the top of the 

world's most dangerous waters, Southeast Asian national 

maritime agencies continue to pose insufficient assets and 

capacities.28 Even worse, their activities and interactions with 

fellow agencies from neighboring states can also, at times, br ing 

another source of insecurity and risks.29 

Key to such a role would be in ROK’s conviction in continuing 

with its Southward policies. As many analysts have argued, the 

ROK continues to be preoccupied with the North Korea question, 

which is the natural extension of their geopolitical situation. But 

for every Korean administration, such a question can either turn 

into an opportunity or a challenge for Korea-ASEAN relations. It 

could be an opportunity if the ROK decides that part of the 

answer to its foreign policy problems remains to find a way to 

deepen its engagement with ASEAN. It shall be a challenge if this 
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lingering question becomes a potential barrier that minimalizes 

or restricts Korea from seeking a bigger role beyond the Korean 

Peninsula. ASEAN countries, on the other hand, would continue 

to anticipate the ROK to strengthen its relationship with 

Southeast Asia. 

ROK-Maritime Southeast Asia Relations as Drivers of 

Security Cooperation 

Past works of literature have hinted at the potential of Korea- 

Southeast Asia security ties, citing the growing number of 

Southeast Asian countries seeking ROK’s defense capacities, or 

the converging recognition towards shared security challenges 

between the ROK and Southeast Asia.30 However, these same 

pieces of literature often stated that there remain challenges in 

pursuing this cooperation, from the difference in priorities 

between the ROK and the Southeast Asian capitals, a potential 

lack of political will, or the difficulty in operationalizing 

commitments.31 Going forward, though, the situation could be 

different.32 

In the post-New Southern Policy era, Korea looks set to boost 

its recognition towards security developments in the Indo-Pacific 

and put more emphasis on exploring security cooperation – 

suggesting a potential political will for deepening security 

cooperation.33 Further, issues such as barriers in 

operationalization or in differences in priorities may be able to be 

bridged via a configuration of a smaller number of countries. 

Through this edited volume, we argue that there is potential room 

to explore security cooperation between the ROK and Maritime 

Southeast Asian nations. Why does the ROK need to focus on 

Maritime Southeast Asia specifically? And how will  it really play 

in strengthening the bigger ASEAN-ROK relations? 
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Reason 1: ROK’s Experience in Sub-Regional Mechanism 

First, in the Korea-ASEAN relations, and further emphasized 

after the adoption of the New Southern Policy, the ROK has 

established a sub-regional mechanism to put a focus on Mainland 

Southeast Asia, for instance, through engaging in crucial 

development assistance in the Mekong sub-region. The ROK’s 

attention to the Mekong Region has crystalized in the 

introduction of an exclusive annual Mekong-ROK Summit. With 

such an initiative, the ROK seeks to contribute to Mainland 

Southeast Asia by bringing forward its experience and interest in 

strengthening river connectivity and infrastructure, 

institutionalizing people-to-people’s mobility across the border, 

and overall preserving the ecological integrity of the river, from 

issues like natural disaster and water scarcity. These experiences 

in sub-regional engagement could be expanded to further 

strengthen Korea’s engagement with Southeast Asia. The ROK, 

however, does not yet have a specific cooperation mechanism 

with maritime Southeast Asian countries.  

The dynamics surrounding maritime Southeast Asia are 

starkly different from that of its mainland counterparts. In terms 

of security, the peace, prosperity, and livelihood of its people do 

not come from issues like water scarcity from the river, but from 

the insecurities that threaten the sustainability of its sea 

resources, such as threats of illegal, unregulated, unreported 

fishing, piracy, armed robbery, to smuggling and territorial 

encroachment. Key to the problems in Southeast Asia would be 

the gap in capacity to patrol and surveil across its wide span of 

water. South China Sea issues and naval competition could also 

mount up, opening the potential for a middle-power partnership 

between Korea and some ASEAN member states. Noting the 

importance of these Maritime Southeast Asian nations to the 

region, how the ROK is also a maritime nation, in addition to the 

fact that more security challenges would come from the sea, a 
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similar initiative could emerge between Maritime Southeast Asia 

and the ROK. 

Reason 2: Economic Development in Maritime  

Southeast Asia 

The second reason lies in economic development. Maritime 

Southeast Asian nations, some of which are founding nations of 

ASEAN, boast a promising rate of economic growth and 

performance. Economically speaking, historically established to 

accelerate socio-economic development, Maritime Southeast 

Asian nations already have experiences in having sub-regional 

minilateralism in the form of BIMP EAGA. The Brunei 

Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN 

Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA) is a cooperation initiative established 

in 1994 with the purpose of narrowing development gaps between 

its members, particularly through connectivity and 

infrastructure, as well as trade and tourism.34 

Figure 3. Total GDP Comparison of ROK-BIMP-EAGA 

Countries (in billion USD) 

Source: World Bank35 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Brunei Darussalam 12.13 13.57 13.47 12.01 14.01

Indonesia 1,000.02 1,000.04 1,000.12 1,000.06 1,000.19

Malaysia 319.11 358.79 364.28 337.01 372.70

The Philippines 328.48 346.84 376.82 361.75 394.09

Republic of Korea 1,000.62 1,000.72 1,000.65 1,000.64 1,000.80
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Table 1. Total GDP per Capita Comparison of ROK-BIMP-

EAGA Countries plus Singapore (in USD, 2017-2021) 

Source: World Bank36 

 

Figure 4. Total Export Value of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, and Singapore to the ROK (in USD, 2017-2021) 

Source: Trading Economics37 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Brunei Darussalam 789,360.59 614,808.17 338,118.17 142,164.47 66,422.86

Indonesia 8,200,326.74 9,532,500.32 7,234,408.62 6,507,557.51 8,980,472.02

Malaysia 6,657,149.51 8,344,416.71 8,263,071.68 8,258,351.93 9,087,297.94

The Philippines 2,540,391.44 2,542,278.65 3,240,829.67 2,854,850.89 2,573,886.61

Singapore 16,743,891.98 15,653,823.46 15,209,886.67 16,753,014.78 19,700,438.73
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Figure 5. Total Import Value of Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, and Singapore from the ROK  

(in USD, 2017-2021) 

Source: Trading Economics38 

 

Amidst the uncertainties in the Indo-Pacific region, economic 

power would represent modalities and leverage for countries to 

better champion and advocate regional agendas. Korea’s 

partnership with these countries could also serve as a fulcrum to 

the greater ASEAN-level cooperation, such as in driving the push 

for further ASEAN community development or in promoting 

regional cooperation under frameworks like the ASEAN Outlook 

on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP). 

Reason 3: Relative Political and Economic Stability of 

Maritime Southeast Asia 

The third reason is related to the relative political and 

economic stability these countries posed. As these countries are 

relatively stable, they are (relative to other countries in Asia and 

Southeast Asia) more welcoming to the idea of cooperating in 

support of common values such as good governance, democracy, 

and human rights – values that are also dear to Korea – despite 
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their differences in political systems.39 This is important, seeing 

how the new administration in Korea has come up with a stronger 

narrative in adopting liberal democratic values as an integral part 

of Korea’s regional and global approach. It is also important, as 

we see that working with these countries will be crucial to drive 

progressive change in ASEAN as an institution. 

Relative stability would also mean that these countries will be 

less likely to come up as being revisionist powers to international 

values and laws.40 These traits would mean that they can share 

with the ROK a common interest in promoting respect for 

international law in the region. The two could start from common 

areas of concern, such as in promoting laws and order in the cyber 

and maritime domain or in creating governance standards in 

human-centered security issues, such as health security. The 

collaboration between the two sides could act as a mature 

cooperation model – one that is based on common progressive 

values – for the rest of Southeast Asia. 

Fourth, cooperation with Maritime Southeast Asia may fit in 

with the current trend in security cooperation across the region. 

The current trend in regional security cooperation increasingly 

shows an inclination to the establishment of minilateralism, such 

as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or security initiatives like 

AUKUS. Such a trend is part of the overall regional demand for 

mature, relevant, and functional cooperative frameworks. While 

these samples of minilateralism have been a source of worry to 

some countries, due to their potentially exclusive nature, in 

Southeast Asia, there exist samples of applied minilateralism that 

manage to package themselves as being inclusive. Minilaterals 

such as the Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines cooperative 

arrangement, with its trademark Trilateral Maritime Patrol in the 

Sulu-Sulawesi Seas, or the Malacca Straits Patrol between 

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore have managed to frame their 

cooperation well by being focused and clear in the common issues 
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and challenges it seeks to respond – the fact that the challenges 

do not refer to any one country also helps. 

Going forward, a potential and interesting area of security 

cooperation in Southeast Asia might start with the BIMP-EAGA 

countries, added with Thailand, a founding nation of ASEAN, 

and Vietnam, whose pivotal role in regional geopolitics and 

geoeconomics is recognized and apparent. Although the BIMP-

EAGA framework itself is underdeveloped, the potential is there. 

Recent domestic contexts, such as Indonesia’s plan to shift its 

capital to Kalimantan, shifting the country’s center of gravity 

northward, would make coordination between BIMP EAGA 

countries more important.41 Some studies have argued that the 

move would trigger different security dynamics in the eastern 

sphere of the South China Sea, requiring a new type of “security 

patch” and a more intensive confidence-building measure system 

between countries like Indonesia, Brunei, Malaysia, and the 

Philippines42, especially because these countries have outstanding 

sovereignty issues with one another in the form of overlapping 

territorial claims or border issues. Should Korea be interested in 

boosting its middlepowermanship in Southeast Asia through 

empowering this sub-regional framework, it would also create 

some positive externalities to the security dynamics surrounding 

the region by promoting a cooperative spirit over conflict.  

To boost the prospect of such engagement going forward and 

contribute to the overall Southeast Asia-Korea relations, this 

edited volume seeks to identify some of the converging positions 

and perspectives between Maritime Southeast Asian nations and 

the ROK, as well as the challenges in progressing security 

cooperation between them. This edited volume serves as an early 

study to analyze the common denominator of security interests 

and recommend the best approaches to promote cooperation 

between ROK and Maritime Southeast Asian countries, 

contributing to the overall progression of ROK-ASEAN relations. 
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This volume brings up scholars and analysts from ROK and 

ASEAN to discuss existing and potential security ties between 

ROK and ASEAN countries, both within a bilateral and regional 

framework. The next couple of chapters brings the case for a 

greater Korean role in the region, especially through security 

cooperation. Hoo Chiew Ping utilizes the concept of middle 

power to describe ROK's influence in the region and its way 

ahead. Lee Jaehyon explains how Korea’s geopolitical outlook has 

shaped its approach to ASEAN and shows how it can be adjusted 

to realize a greater security role for Korea in the region. 

In building the case for an ROK-Maritime Southeast Asia 

cooperation initiative, the next following chapters bring focus of 

the maritime domain in discussing how ROK and ASEAN can 

develop security cooperation. Gilang Kembara highlights current 

bilateral ties around the maritime security agenda between ROK 

and Indonesia. Aaron Jed Rabena breaks down various issues of 

maritime security and shows how there is a demand for a greater 

ROK role in the region based on his observation of the needs of 

the Philippines. The maritime domain also becomes a focus of Ha 

Anh Tuan, who reveals an important linkage between defense and 

maritime policies in Korea-Vietnam relations. 

Maritime security, however, is not the only driver of 

cooperation discussed. The chapter by Kaseera Cheeopensook 

provides broader dimensions of security cooperation between 

Thailand and the ROK. Zokhri Idris and Nurliana Kamaruddin 

also extend their analysis to include areas of security cooperation 

beyond maritime issues from the Malaysian perspective. Shawn 

Ho focuses on developing policy recommendations to improve 

existing security ties between ROK and Singapore in the area of 

maritime security, cybersecurity, and humanitarian and disaster 

relief. Siu Tzyy Wei and Asyura Salleh potray how advancing 

security cooperation between Brunei Darussalam and ROK 

requires pragmatism given complex relations with great powers 

in the region. 
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To give further contextual explanation about the kind of 

circumstances that could boost the prospect of security 

cooperation and give it a chance to be developed further, this 

volume is completed by two discussions on both strategy and 

perception of ROK’s role in the region. Wondeuk Cho offers a 

thorough evaluation of President Moon Jae-in’ New Southern 

Policy and highlights how security cooperation may be improved 

by learning about the policy. Hoang Thi Ha’s essay offers a 

comprehensive Southeast Asian perspective on Korea and the 

shifts in its policy towards the region. Finally, our concluding 

chapter identifies both opportunities and challenges in improving 

security ties between ROK and ASEAN. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Southeast Asia’s Expectations of Korea’s 

Middle Power Agency in the Regional 

Security Architecture 

Hoo Chiew Ping 

Introduction 

Relationships between Southeast Asia and the Republic of 

Korea (ROK or South Korea) have improved significantly, 

especially under President Moon Jae-In’s administration, whose 

2017 New Southern Policy elevated Southeast Asia’s status as a 

vital part of South Korea's foreign policy agenda. President Moon 

visited all ten ASEAN countries, further institutionalized the New 

Southern Policy within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and 

initiated new policies to deepen cooperation and engagement 

with the region. The Moon administration’s efforts have been 

generally and genuinely welcomed by Southeast Asian countries. 

South Korea is presently ASEAN’s fifth largest trade partner 

(after China, the United States, the European Union, and Japan) 

and the second largest source of tourists (after China), 

underscoring the robust trade and people-to-people ties.  

President Yoon Suk-yeol’s administration is likely to continue 

this strong engagement with Southeast Asia, albeit under a 

different or modified label. After decades of strong economic 

performance, escalating soft power, democratic consolidation, 

and proactive diplomacy, South Korea is rightly viewed today as 

a dynamic middle power. It is the 10th largest economy in the 

world which has made significant progress in science and 

technology. South Korea’s military and defence industry is  

powerful and modernized, but unlike other major powers, it has 

never had any hegemonic designs. In numerous ways, South 

Korea stands out as an ideal partner for ASEAN countries . 
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What could Southeast Asian countries expect of South Korea 

as an East Asian middle power and what role could South Korea 

play in the Asian regional security architecture? This paper 

addresses these questions in four sections. The first section deals 

with the conceptual framework of South Korea as a middle power. 

The second section discusses the perceptions and expectations of 

Southeast Asian countries towards South Korea, especially in the 

areas of maritime cooperation. The third section discusses what 

South Korea’s potential roles in the regional security architecture. 

The fourth offers an analytical conclusion. 

South Korea as a Middle Power  

South Korea is extensively recognized as an East Asian or 

Indo-Pacific middle power. It exemplifies a constructive middle 

power which supports international order, rule of law, 

multilateralism, and cooperation.1 Using the role theory, Karim 

(2018) explains that the South Korean leadership’s self-

identification as a middle power has led to its foreign policy 

activism, characterized by such concepts as “regional balancer,” 

“bridge builder” and “Global Korea.”2 Hyunh (2021), however, 

argues that South Korea’s ambiguous and cautious reactions to 

the United States’ Indo-Pacific Strategy, while understandable, 

limit potential cooperation with other Indo-Pacific middle 

powers.3    

This paper conceptualizes middle power at two levels. At the 

conception level, a middle power is characterized by activism, 

agency and autonomy.4 While there are considerable overlaps 

among the three features, they are conceptually different. 

Activism involves the proactive undertaking of actions to effect 

positive changes and, thus, is always dynamic. Agency is the 

conscious adoption of these actions in accordance with the actor’s 

national interests. Autonomy is relative to agency in the sense 

that these actions are undertaken despite such structural 

constraints as the US-ROK alliance. 
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At the practical level, South Korea’s status as a middle power 

is manifested at the ideational, material, and strategic dimensions 

which can be analysed to determine how South Korea’s resources 

as a middle power are deployed to support its normative, 

economic and security objectives.5 The table below is the result of 

combining the action and subject levels. 
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Table 2. Conceptualizing South Korea’s Status as a Middle Power 
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South Korea began embracing middle power status during the 

Kim Dae-jung Presidency in the 1990s. In the following two 

decades, South Korea’s diplomatic outreach has become 

progressively more activistic, influential, and global-oriented. It 

engages with more actors in the world, has become more 

conscious of its own potential and capabilities, and from time to 

time, asserts its strategic autonomy vis-a-vis the US-ROK alliance.     

For example, South Korea’s omnidirectional foreign policy 

(namely Global Korea, NAPCI, and New Southern Policy) was 

launched primarily on its own initiative, without consultation 

with the United States. South Korea’s autonomy has faced 

criticism from the US and Japan, especially when it aligned closer 

to China. For example, President Park Geun-hye’s 2015 

attendance of a military parade in China was deemed 

“controversial” by the US and Japan. After China’s economic 

retaliation over THAAD deployment in South Korea, the 

succeeding Moon Jae-in government carefully positioned itself as 

it toed the fine line between engagement and appeasement. The 

ROK agreed to join Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) 

and Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), with 

China as a major player in both institutions, while it’s worth 

emphasizing that RCEP is an ASEAN initiative, driven by 

ASEAN. 

South Korea’s agency in crafting its own pathway outside of 

alliance alignment is similar to Southeast Asia’s, as both are 

manoeuvring between the US and China, while being careful not 

to offend either. The roles and potential of South Korea (as a rising 

global economic power) and the ASEAN states (as a viable 

community for global trade and investments) converge as all 

parties enhance their respective agencies and stabilize the 

regional security architecture. With an increasingly volatile 

security environment in the Indo-Pacific, South Korea needs to 

consider stepping beyond its comfort zone, enhancing defence 

partnership with the Southeast Asian countries in military 
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security, in order to be recognized as a more credible security 

actor in the region. 

ASEAN’s and Southeast Asia’s Expectations of 

South Korea 

With its widespread soft power and successful economy, 

South Korea is an enormously appealing country to ASEAN 

countries. Just as Japan played an important role in assisting some 

Southeast Asian countries with their industrial development in 

the 1970s, and China, to a lesser extent, in the present era, through 

massive foreign direct investments via the Belt and Road 

Initiatives (BRI) which bring in capital, technology, and export 

market, Southeast Asian countries hope that the ROK will 

strengthen investment projects that drive their industrial and 

economic developments and technological upgrades. 

The US-China rivalry and the potential decoupling of the two 

major powers make South Korea a much sought-after alternative 

as the non-aligned ASEAN countries seek to diversify their major 

strategic and economic partners. Credible middle powers, such as 

South Korea, provide the useful and necessary space for 

Southeast Asian countries to navigate the increasingly tense and 

politicized geo-economic contours. In turn, South Korea’s 

strengthening its relationships with Southeast Asia – the 

professed goal of the New Southern Policy – also extends its 

foreign policy horizon beyond its traditional focus, thereby 

increasing its standing and credibility as a middle power.  

Until a few years ago, the Southeast Asian countries were 

expected to engage with South Korea in the economics and 

capacity building spheres.6 The Southeast Asian elites perceived 

that South Korea would be predominantly occupied with the 

Korean Peninsula issue and its attention on Southeast Asia would 

not last. South Korea’s strengths and advantages were viewed 

primarily viewed through economic and cultural lenses, as K-pop 

mass culture became increasingly appealing to Southeast Asian 
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youths. As the ASEAN states interacted with South Korea, 

geostrategic and geopolitical issues were secondary to economic 

cooperation.  

In recent years, South Korea has become an active actor in 

defence industrial cooperation with Southeast Asia. It has become 

a consistent arms supplier to several Southeast Asian countries 

which desperately need to modernize their militaries. In 2021, 

South Korea registered more than USD 7 billion in arms sales and 

from 2017 to 2021, its weapons sales grew 177 percent, compared 

to the 2012-2016 period. Southeast Asia is a major market of South 

Korean-made weapons.7 Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines, 

for example, are major purchasers of South Korean jet fighters. 

The appeal of South Korea's defence equipment is clear. 

Technologically sophisticated and compatible with Western-

made equipment, South Korean defence equipment is much more 

affordable.  

Amidst the strategic rivalry between China and the US 

(together with other members of the “Quad”), South Korea can be 

a regional stabilizing force for Southeast Asian countries. ASEAN 

has steadfastly been non-aligned and neutral vis-a-vis the two 

powers, but finds it increasingly difficult to uphold the notion of 

ASEAN Centrality within this strategic rivalry. Although South 

Korea is a US ally, its strategic posture and autonomy ensure that 

it is not viewed as a US proxy but as a credible actor and partner 

in its own right. This is where South Korea would be challenged 

in its ideational and practical foreign policy agenda. 

South Korea's Possible Roles in Southeast Asian 

Regional Security Architecture 

To garner even more strategic goodwill from Southeast Asia , 

South Korea should endorse the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-

Pacific (AOIP) and align its own vision of the Indo-Pacific with 

the AOIP. Under President Yoon, South Korea is likely to publish 
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its first Indo-Pacific document laying out its strategic vision of the 

Indo-Pacific region, with Southeast Asia as the geographical 

centre. The AOIP envisions an Indo-Pacific region on the basis of 

cooperation, sustainable development, multilateralism, rule-

based order, and inclusiveness. There are no inherent 

contradictions between South Korea’s and AOIP’s postures and 

this should be emphasized in an official manner.  

Before and during the implementation of the NSP, South 

Korea has been actively engaged in the Mekong region through 

the Mekong-ROK Cooperation. Riparian disputes along the 

Mekong (between upstream and downstream countries) may 

increasingly become a security issue. In recent years, US-based 

NGOs and scientists have released studies charging that China is 

weaponizing its upstream advantages, but these findings have 

been disputed by other scientists. While South Korea does not 

need to insert itself into these often acrimonious debates, it can be 

a trustworthy and constructive actor in the development of the 

Mekong region.   

Maritime security is an even more sensitive issue. Under the 

NSP, South Korea has been careful not to be overly involved in 

maritime security issues in Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, a bolder 

outreach by South Korea to engage in maritime cooperation will 

significantly enhance its status as a resourceful and strategic 

middle power. South Korea, for example, can expand its capacity 

building programs to Southeast Asia’s maritime domains. South 

Korea should strongly support the rule of law, in particular the 

United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), as 

the basis of managing and resolving ongoing disputes among the 

different countries in the region. Concurrently, South Korea 

should enhance regional efforts to manage the disputes, such as 

the Code of Conduct that is still being negotiated. South Korea, 

with the participation of the Southeast Asian littoral states, can 

initiate and participate in projects that address non-traditional 

maritime security issues.  In building capacity, South Korea can 
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set up a maritime training centre (with possible support from the 

Korea International Cooperation Agency or KOICA). These 

initiatives, of course, would require careful study and strong 

affirmation from the maritime Southeast Asian countries.  

Other niches include cyber security, digital connectivity 

through the ASEAN Smart Cities network, and health diplomacy 

which were launched during the global pandemic outbreak. 

Sustainability has been a key component of KOICA and Korean 

overseas investments and there is demand for South Korea to 

share its New Deal (composed of Digital and Green Economy) 

with developing countries which look up to the Korean model. 

The climate and environmental agenda are also among the 

converging interests between ASEAN member states and South 

Korea, where the potentials are not yet fully explored and 

exhausted.  

Conclusion 

As a well-recognized and credible middle power, South Korea 

has built up a large stock of strategic goodwill in Southeast Asia. 

While South Korea has fulfilled its middle-power status in the 

economic sphere, it should now become more actively involved 

in the strategic and security spheres as well. On 11 November, 

while attending the ASEAN Summit in Phnom Penh, President 

Yoon Suk-yeol unveiled the Korea-ASEAN Solidarity Initiative, 

and emphasized it as a core element of South Korea’s Indo-Pacific 

strategy.  

The former NSP and the rebranded KASI indicate that South 

Korea has exercised much agency in formulating its own foreign 

policy visions and horizon. In the security sphere, a more 

"activist" South Korea will become more engaged in 

security/strategic issues, such as those related to maritime and 

cyber securities. Beyond the security sphere, South Korea can 

advocate actively for a global agenda that is appealing to 
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Southeast Asia, such as climate, green policy, sustainability, and 

the conduct of responsible statecraft.  

As South Korea is allied with the United States, its ability to 

maintain its autonomy amidst major power competition will help 

Southeast Asian states to ascertain the viability of its middle 

power status. As an autonomous middle power, how South Korea 

manages its relations with the US and China wisely will be closely 

observed. Unlike “traditional” middle powers such as Canada 

and Australia, South Korea is a contemporary Asian middle 

power and its activism in issues without being an interventionist 

has had its status as an exemplary model granted by developing 

and developed countries alike. South Korea is capable of 

managing its relations with the US and China in the long-term 

matters because the majority of Southeast Asian countries have 

no other choice but to remain steadfastly neutral and non-aligned.  

In conclusion, as a middle power, South Korea must be agile 

and smart as it navigates strategic uncertainties in all critical 

domains, while projecting itself as a reliable partner to Southeast 

Asian countries. As a result, South Korean power projection and 

initiatives will be an added pillar to the already multi-layered 

Asian regional security architecture. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Korean Geopolitical Outlook and 

Its Relations with ASEAN 

Jaehyon Lee 

 

Despite good relations in general between Southeast Asian 

countries or the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

collectively, and South Korea, the former does not constitute a 

central or big part of the latter’s geopolitical outlook. ASEAN is 

Korea’s No. 2 trading partner and foreign direct investment 

destination. ASEAN is the No 1. destination of Korean official 

development or ODA. Prior to Covid-19, the number of visitors 

between the two was more than 10 million a year. This substantial 

economic and sociocultural nexus between the two and the ever-

deepening bilateral relations in economic and socio-cultural areas 

do not automatically guarantee a comparable strategic and 

security cooperation.1  

South Korea has its own strategic constraints which were 

shaped by the historical experience and by the strategic and 

security environments surrounding the Korean Peninsula. 

Subsequently, the constraints had its footprints on Korea’s 

geopolitical and strategic outlook that determines Korea’s foreign 

policy in general and regional strategy in specific. The 

geopolitical outlook hardly values the strategic weight of ASEAN. 

This partly explains the lack of substantial strategic cooperation 

between Korea and ASEAN. There are, however, signs of change 

in the geopolitical outlook in recent years. Taking the 

opportunity, Korea has to take a serious look on ASEAN’s 

strategic value and needs to find a right place for ASEAN in 

Korea’s regional geopolitical outlook. 
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Korea’s Dilemmatic Geopolitical Outlook 

It is often said that Korea does not have a geopolitical outlook 

and strategy for wider region – be it Asia-Pacific, East Asia or 

Indo-Pacific. Alternatively, Korea has a very narrowly defined 

geopolitical perspective at the level of both government and 

policy circle. Perhaps South Korea is a single-issue country as far 

as security matter is concerned.2 This is in contradiction with the 

wide-spread perception on Korea’s capacities - one of the 10th 

largest economies in the world, 6th largest military power with 

advanced technology and significant soft power.3 The absence of 

Korea’s own geopolitical outlook and strategy has made it hard 

for Korea to seek the strategic importance and value of ASEAN.  

Korea’s deep-rooted security dilemma may explain the 

absence of Korea’s own geopolitical outlook and strategy. A sense 

of dilemma or an inherent lack of confidence in itself has been 

with the country from the beginning and is still in place. The 

fundamental source of the sense of dilemma, non-confidence or 

insecurity is none other than the divided Korean Peninsula and 

North Korean threat since the end of Korean War in 1953. It has 

put substantial constraints on Korean geopolitical outlook.  

Once ingrained, the sense of insecurity hardly goes away. The 

lack of confidence still dominates the hearts and minds of Korean 

people. One of the outstanding side effects of this sense of 

insecurity is a narrow geopolitical and strategic scope of South 

Korea which creates an obsession with the security in the Korean 

Peninsula. This threat perception and the obsession long have 

been draining South Korea’s defense and foreign policy resources. 

The Ministry of National Defense is almost exclusively 

preoccupied with Korean Peninsula and North Korean threat. The 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs gives utmost priority to Korea’s 

relations with four major powers - the United States, China, Japan 

and Russia - surrounding the Korean Peninsula.4  
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The historical experience of South Korea and the subsequent 

narrowly defined geopolitical outlook has a few inter-related 

consequences on Korean foreign policy, particularly on regional 

strategy. First, Korea’s foreign policy is biased towards major 

powers.5 The country has no choice but to prioritize its relations 

with the US, China, Japan, and Russia. Relations with the United 

States, China, Japan, and Russia had to be prioritized. These 

countries have been the most important players in Korean 

Peninsula issues and in deterring North Korea’s militant behavior 

towards the South. Most of Korea’s resources have been invested 

in managing good terms with these major powers, leaving only 

marginal energy and resources for remaining countries, regions, 

and issues. 

Second, another side effect of this bias is underestimation of 

Korea’s capacity. Such orientation limits South Korea's scope to 

Northeast Asia in which those big powers compete. The 

orientation further promotes a view that South Korea is 

sandwiched among superpowers and the latter will determine the 

fate of the Korean Peninsula. This brings about a self-image of 

South Korea - a shrimp in between whales. This image has 

dominated Korean people’s worldview for the past 70 years. This 

subsequently caused black and white thinking to dominate South 

Korean strategic outlook. For example, in today's strategic 

circumstance, the strategic 'shrimp' has only two options for its 

survival - either the US or China, while other countries entertain 

more options and varieties of strategies. This either/or thinking 

leaves little room for South Korea’s strategic maneuvers.    

Third, as a natural consequence of these side-effects, South 

Korea has not been allocating enough foreign policy and strategic 

resources to its neighboring countries. The Cold War hub-and-

spoke system has limited incentive for a meaningful cooperation 

among regional countries in Asia including South Korea. 

Furthermore, South Korea found little reasons to cooperate with 

its immediate neighbors and to expand its strategic scope beyond 
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the Peninsula and Northeast Asia, when the country believed that 

the fate of the Peninsula and South Korean is in the hands of four 

major powers. This means that Korea until recently did not have 

an incentive to develop a wider regional outlook and strategy. So 

much so, the country did not have opportunity to estimate the 

strategic value and importance of regional players including 

ASEAN countries. 

ASEAN in South Korea’s Strategic Calculation 

Korea and ASEAN first made formal tie in 1989 when ASEAN 

accepted South Korea as a sectoral dialogue partner. In 2019, the 

two parties celebrated 30th anniversary of relation by holding the 

3rd ASEAN-Korea special summit. In the past 30+ years, South 

Korea and ASEAN have developed meaningful bilateral 

cooperative relations. Annual bilateral trade chalked USD 950 

billion from January to September 2021. ASEAN is the 2nd largest 

trade partner of South Korea, accounting to 14.4% of South 

Korea’s total trade. ASEAN is the 2nd biggest South Korean FDI 

destination after the US in 2020. South Korea’s ODA almost 

reached USD 600 million in 2020. ASEAN countries has been the 

biggest beneficiary of South Korean ODA, accounting for 25 to 

30% of the total South Korean ODA. In 2019, more than 2,000 

flight a week transported more than 10 million people between 

South Korea and ASEAN countries. It is estimated that more than 

350,000 South Korean reside in ASEAN countries and almost 

equal number of ASEAN nationals stay in South Korea in 2018.6  

Despite this substantial relation between South Korea and 

ASEAN in economic, socio-cultural and people-to-people 

exchange, strategic and security cooperation is undeveloped.7 

Moon Jae-in administration’s New Southern Policy (NSP) is 

arguably South Korea’s most ambitious initiative taken towards 

ASEAN thus far. The NSP, however, was still weak in strategic 

and security cooperation. The original NSP’s strategic 

cooperation initiative announced in 2017 was not as concrete as 
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other pillars of the policy.8 The NSP Plus announced at the end of 

2020 to reduce the number of strategic and security cooperation 

initiative into just two despite growing request to expand 

strategic and security cooperation.9  

ASEAN’s strategic value is underestimated in South Korea. 

The relative weakness of strategic and security cooperation under 

the NSP mentioned above proves this point. The bias and 

dilemma in Korea’s strategic outlook are responsible for this 

weakness. It is hard to imagine that decision-making elites with 

such strategic outlook be giving priority to the strategic 

cooperation with ASEAN. The underestimation of ASEAN’s 

strategic value is not just among decision-making elites, but also 

among the general public as well. An opinion survey on South 

Korea-ASEAN relations conducted around the 3rd ASEAN-Korea 

Special Summit in 2019, evidenced this point. Among the areas of 

cooperation, only 17.4% of South Korean people responded 

security and strategic cooperation with ASEAN is the most 

important, while almost half (48.5%) and 19.5% responded 

economic cooperation and sociocultural cooperation respectively 

are still mostly valued. After adding up to the second choices, 

68.3% of respondents answered economic cooperation with 

ASEAN as most important.10   

Existing defense and strategic cooperation including non-

traditional security is intermittent, fragmented and narrow in 

scope. It is not certain if Korea has an integrated strategic 

direction for its security-strategic cooperation with ASEAN 

countries, let alone a bigger picture on regional vision and 

strategy. There are a few defense and strategic cooperation done 

or under progress between the two. In the area of strategic 

cooperation, an annual strategic dialogue of track 1.5 is being 

held, hosted by Korean National Diplomatic Academy and 

ASEAN Institute of Strategic and International Studies (ASEAN 

ISIS). There are questions marks if the strategic dialogue is 

sufficiently thorough and if the outcomes of discussion are 
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adequately reflected by track 1 decision-making processes of 

individual countries. 

Quite often, Korea views the Korea-ASEAN defense 

cooperation from commercial perspective or ODA viewpoint. For 

example, many defense industry cooperation projects - notably 

between Korea and Indonesia - are pursued not only for the 

development of defense industry of partnering countries, but also 

for Korea’s commercial purpose. Or quite often the commercial 

benefit of selling further defense equipment starting from defense 

industry and science cooperation, carries more weight in many 

cases. Korea also hands over old navy ships and other equipment 

to developing ASEAN countries. This type of cooperation is 

generally perceived as helping out developing ASEAN countries 

rather than a serious defense cooperation from the Korean 

perspective.  

Furthermore, the defense cooperation is not well strategically 

coordinated. They are mostly based on demands and needs from 

the recipient countries. This fragmented approach of defense 

cooperation is largely due to the fact that Korea does not have an 

integrated strategy. This strategy should indicate how to position 

the defense cooperation with ASEAN or with individual ASEAN 

countries in a Korea’s defense cooperation framework which is 

under a bigger vision of Korea’s regional strategy. It does not 

mean that Korea’s defense and strategic cooperation with ASEAN 

and ASEAN countries has to serve Korea’s strategic interests 

only. The cooperation has to meet both the needs and demands of 

ASEAN beneficiaries as well as Korea’s strategic intention in the 

region. Individual projects have to complete its own goals and at 

the same time should be integrated to wider Korea’s regional 

strategic intention. 
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The Strategic Way Forwards for ASEAN and Korea 

Now the question is how to build a sustainable and solid 

security and strategic partnership between Korea and ASEAN. 

This task should start from Korea’s new appreciation of the 

ASEAN’s strategic values. The appreciation of ASEAN’s strategic 

value comes from Korea’s refreshed regional geopolitical outlook. 

When Korea, beyond the Peninsula and four major powers bias, 

develops its own regional geopolitical outlook and regional 

vision, the country is likely to revisit the strategic and geopolitical 

importance of the regional grouping.  

Fortunate enough, the awareness of Korea’s duty and 

responsibility in the regional geopolitical reality is rising in 

Korea.11 This awareness is the most important precondition for 

South Korea to develop its own regional geopolitical outlook and 

therefore to revisit the strategic importance of ASEAN. Korean 

society as a whole slowly but surely recognizes it has the potential 

and capacity as one of the leading countries in economy, science 

and technology, soft power etc., setting the global agenda and 

standard.12 This recognition results in the realization of its duty 

and responsibility in the region - its interests and concern should 

not be confined just in the Korean Peninsula, but the country now 

has to do more for the wider region.  

With this reassessment of Korea’s role and capacity, it is likely 

that Korea refresh its geopolitical and strategic outlook. The 

question given the context of this paper is how to connect this 

new outlook to Korea-ASEAN relations. What does Korea have to 

do to further advance strategic, security and defense cooperation 

with ASEAN? How does Korea perceive regional strategic reality 

and the value of ASEAN in the context? First, South Korea has to 

realize its bridging role between two different groups. On the one 

hand, Korea is a part of the so-called liberal bloc, led by the US, 

given its military alliance with the US and past track-record of 

strategic and security cooperation with the countries in the bloc. 
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On the other hand, Korea has a close and cordial relation with 

ASEAN countries thanks to the economic and socio-cultural 

relations. Furthermore, Korea’s image as a country with no 

historical baggage to carry and with no hidden strategic agenda 

is widely accepted among ASEAN countries.13 Korea is exactly 

located at the confluence of the two circles - the US-led liberal bloc 

and ASEAN-centered regional small and medium power group.  

As Korea is in good terms with both groups, the country is in 

an ideal position to bridge the perception gaps between the 

groups. Korea, on behalf of regional small and medium powers, 

particularly ASEAN countries, can voice their concerns on the 

superpower competition and on potential disruption of regional 

peace and stability due to the rivalry. Korea also can promote the 

ideas of regional order favored by regional small/medium 

countries. On the other hand, Korea can convey messages of 

liberal regional order, as an insider of the bloc, to ASEAN and 

other regional countries. Through this, Korea can promote 

regional countries' support for the efforts to sustain and re-

strengthen the existing orders. At the same time, Korea needs to 

make contribution for the revising and improving existing 

regional order, reflecting the interest of regional small and 

medium countries as well. 

The second way to expedite strategic and security cooperation 

has something to do with upholding ASEAN centrality and 

regional multilateral cooperation. ASEAN centrality is an 

essential element for making ASEAN a meaningful player in 

regional strategic scene.14 Other than internal unity of ASEAN, 

regional multilateral institutions led by ASEAN is a must for the 

viability of the ASEAN centrality concept. When ASEAN 

effectively engages with and checks regional major powers in 

regional multilateral platforms, the concept of ASEAN centrality 

may be effectively preserved and strengthened.  

It is also Korea’s interests to strengthen regional multilateral 

institutions though which regional small and medium players 
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could reduce the negative impacts of superpowers’ unilateral 

behaviors and of strategic competition among superpowers. The 

negative impacts may include increasing strategic and economic 

uncertainty which go against the wishes of regional small and 

medium powers that put priority on regional stability as a 

precondition of economic growth, and superpowers’ pressure on 

small and medium powers to choose side. ASEAN and Korea have 

an identical interest on managing the behaviors of regional 

superpowers through multilateral institutions. ASEAN can 

restrengthen ASEAN centrality through multilateral institutions. 

Korea can deepen its strategic cooperation with ASEAN by 

putting its hands together with ASEAN in invigorating regional 

multilateralism.    

Last, but not the least both Korea and ASEAN have a common 

interest in building regional order. In the past decade or so, 

existing regional order has been under challenge. The regional 

order written after the World War II has been in place for more 

than a few decades. Today, we are witnessing the erosion of 

existing one, but the new one is not on the horizon. The new order 

emerging has to reflect the transformed power balance in the 

region - not the power balance between two superpowers, but the 

very power balance between superpowers on the one hand and 

the middle and small powers on the other. The existing order 

presumed a clear-cut power imbalance between superpowers and 

the rest. The narrower power gap between the two groups today 

requires a new configuration.  

Korea and ASEAN countries can cooperate to reflect the small 

and medium countries’ strategic interests to an emerging regional 

order. Supposing the new power balance, existing order cannot 

be justified. Regional small and medium power cannot just let the 

superpowers to write a new order only reflecting their own 

interests only.15 With combined forces and leverage, small and 

medium powers have to negotiate a new terms and order. It is not 

easy for multiple players without a clear leading force to have 
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their actions coordinated. A leadership among small and medium 

powers is all the more essential to maximize their leverage against 

superpowers. When ASEAN and Korea coordinate their strategic 

actions first, the group can be such a leading force for the re-

writing regional order in this part of the world. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Indonesia-ROK Maritime Security 

Cooperation  

Gilang Kembara 

Introduction 

Relations between the Republic of Indonesia and the Republic 

of Korea will reach its 50  years milestone in 2023. Within the span 

of half-a-century, Indonesia and South Korea have grown to 

become important economic, political, trade, and security 

partners. South Korea is among Indonesia’s top 10 trading and 

investment partner, with a record trade number between two 

countries reaching up to US$18.4 billion in 2021.1 As a sign of 

deepening relations, Indonesia and South Korea agreed to sign a 

comprehensive economic partnership agreement (IK-CEPA) in 

December 2020. Under the agreement, Indonesia is committed to 

eliminate 92% of its tariffs line, and South Korea to eliminate 

95.54% of its tariffs. The agreement was seen as a commitment by 

both countries towards the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) deal, which was agreed in November 2020. 

In 2021, Indonesia and South Korea conducted two high-level 

meetings. In June 2021, the former foreign minister of Korea, 

Chung Eui-yong, visited Indonesia as part of a three-country tour 

to promote the government’s implementation of its New Southern 

Policy. In his meeting with Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi, and 

President Joko Widodo, Foreign Minister Chung emphasised 

Indonesia-Korean cooperation on health, particularly on COVID-

19 management, defense, and sustainable investment.2 Indonesia 

and Korea held another bilateral meeting in October 2021, which 

primarily focused on bolstering cooperation in the maritime 

sector between the two countries. Various cooperation projects 

were signed between Indonesia and Korea namely on mangrove 
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forest restoration, marine debris management, climate change, 

and several other issues.3 

The various deals, agreements, and visits made signify the 

substantial commitment being put forward by the Republic of 

Korea towards Indonesia, and largely, towards Southeast Asia. 

However, elements of maritime security cooperation between 

Indonesia and Korea have thus far been limited. Government and 

media reports actively flaunt Korea’s economic engagement in 

Indonesia, such as LG’s investment in the battery industry, 

Hyundai Motors manufacturing investment, and a glass factory 

in Central Java. However, reports on security cooperation, 

especially maritime security cooperation have been limited. 

Whilst New Southern Policy is substantially appealing towards 

maritime cooperation as an element of a larger security relations. 

It would appear that Seoul’s inclination towards maritime 

security issues is limited towards establishing visible presence in 

its disputed maritime territories with both Japan, and China. 

However, the new administration under President Yoon Suk-yeol 

has signaled Korea’s intention to pay a bigger focus towards 

maritime security issues, both on the non-traditional issues, as 

well as traditional issues, such as his eagerness to be involved in 

the South China Sea issue.4 

Indonesia’s Maritime Security Assessment 

Maritime security is formally undefined by the government of 

Indonesia in any of its official document. However, the 

government puts forward the allusion that the Indonesian 

concept of maritime security means the ability of the state to 

mitigate threats that emanate from within and outside of the 

country, as contained within Presidential Decree No.16/2017 on 

Indonesian Ocean Policy.5  

Regardless of the above, as the world’s largest archipelagic 

state, Indonesia experienced a variety of security issues that 

emanate from its maritime domain. At the traditional security 
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domain, Indonesia is always wary on the situation developing out 

of the South China Sea issue, especially coercive activities carried 

out by China. Despite the cordial relationship of both countries, 

the Indonesian elites perceived China as a threat, and that it is 

logical for Indonesia to respond through the increase of its 

defensive capability.6 Therefore, a focus towards improving 

Indonesia’s maritime capability over at the North Natuna Sea, 

which borders the South China Sea, has been pursued by the 

government over the past years.  

An increasing number of grey-zone activities by China in 

Indonesia’s Exclusive Economic Zones in the North Natuna Sea 

have been left unchecked for many months in 2020 as wel as in 

2021. These activities were conducted by mobilizing Chinese 

fishing vessels, accompanied by China Coast Guard vessels, as 

well as its maritime militias as it violated Indonesia’s rights in its 

maritime domain. One such incident discovered a Chinese survey 

vessel spent seven weeks from August to October 2021 

conducting intensive seabed mapping inside Indonesia’s 

Exclusive Economic Zone, south of the Harbor Energy Tuna Block 

concession.7 

In the non-traditional security realm, Southeast Asia has been 

globally considered to be ‘the principal location for trafficking in 

persons for forced labor into the fishing industry.’8 Whilst it is 

estimated that in the early 2010s, ‘up to 1,000 fish ing vessels 

conduct IUU Fishing in 12 per cent of Indonesia’s territorial 

waters each year.’9 For Indonesia, IUU Fishing has always been 

considered as the predominant challenge in the country. Despite 

that, fisheries crime such as smuggling and trafficking of humans, 

drugs, weapons, and wildlife by sea are also quite high on the 

priorities list too.10 Recognizing the interconnectedness of these 

security issues, Indonesia has vehemently pushed for IUU Fishing 

to be classified as a Transnational Organized Crime (TOC).  

Lastly, it has to be noted that Indonesia experiences natural 

disasters on a regular basis throughout the year. Owing to its 
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geographical position within the Pacific Ring of Fire, disaster 

resilience has become a key focus by the Indonesian government 

to ensure that people’s livelihood could resume back to normalcy 

after a natural disaster. In order to do so, an effective coordination 

is carried out between government institutions in the central and 

local government. Coupled this with an effective military force 

that could carried out ‘Military Operations other than War,’ as 

well as with the National Search and Rescue Agency to conduct 

recovery operations. 

Indonesia-ROK Areas of Cooperation in Maritime 

Security 

Indonesia is in dire need to improve its defense industry, 

especially on its maritime/naval capability, Korea has been one of 

Indonesia’s most important defense partners by cooperating in 

the development of various naval technology, vessels, and 

proficiency. The cooperation between PT. PAL Indonesia with 

Daewoo Shipbuilding & Marine Engineering (DSME) to develop 

the Nagapasa-class submarine was a pivotal cooperation between 

the two countries, as it provides Indonesia with an expertise to 

design and build submarines. This cooperation came on the heels 

of previous cooperation between PT. PAL and DSME to develop 

the Makassar-class landing platform dock vessel. 

Aside from maritime cooperation in the field of defense, Korea 

is pursuing greater cooperation in the field of maritime law 

enforcement between Korea Coast Guard (KCG), and BAKAMLA. 

It began with a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between 

the two institutions in September 2018, which led to two bilateral 

meetings in 2019. The cooperation aims to boost information 

sharing, assign points of contact, establishment of a 

communication platform, and a planned bilateral exercise.11 

Unfortunately, it would seem that cooperation in this field may 

be hampered due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Nonetheless, cooperation in maritime law enforcement offers 

a plethora of opportunity. In the years to come implementation of 

the MoU between KCG and BAKAMLA would need to take into 

shape. An area that has been previously discussed and would 

become a beneficial cooperation is on disaster response. Indonesia 

heavily relies on maritime transportation as a means to connect 

its people from one place to another. Although improving, 

Indonesia’s maritime safety compliance is still alarmingly low in 

certain areas. As such, maritime accidents are quite common. 

Therefore, both maritime law enforcement agencies of Indonesia 

and Korea would do well to explore joint cooperation to improve 

maritime safety compliance by its people. 

Furthermore, in the field of maritime law enforcement 

cooperation, South Korea has established a coast guard academy 

that helps to develop and train new cadets and officers of the 

KCG. Such coast guard academy model, and the human resource 

development implemented by the KCG could perhaps be 

emulated by BAKAMLA to develop their own cadets and officers. 

Moreover, improving the capacity of Indonesia’s maritime law 

enforcement agency would also serve well to ensure the security 

and stability of Indonesia’s vast maritime domain. With an 

increasing trade partnership between the two countries, maritime 

traffic between both nations is bound to increase, which may 

result in an increased risk of criminal activities, either physically 

or digitally. As Korea is renowned in leading in cybersecurity 

practices, Indonesia would do well to learn and implement best 

practices in dealing in cyber-criminal activities, especially those 

that have the potential to disrupt the crucial maritime connection 

between Indonesia and Korea. 

Disruptions by cyber-criminal activities could cause harmful 

effect to the commercial and logistical industry of both countries. 

Cyber-attacks could cripple a nation’s infrastructure in an 

instance, or ransom people out of their personal data (i.e. 

WannaCry Malware). As such, the newly inked agreement 
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between the National Cyber and Encryption Agency (BSSN), and 

the Korea Internet Security Agency (KISA) to build and develop 

human resources in this field is a good start to a cybersecurity 

cooperation.12  

Such cooperation would ensure regular exchange between the 

two actors, given the fluid dynamics of maritime security issues. 

Should it be well-thought, the opportunity to expand maritime 

security cooperation between Indonesia and Korea shall be 

endless. 

Challenges Faced & The Way Forward 

The commitment Korea established to expand maritime 

security cooperation within its NSP framework is encouraging, 

especially as it pursues greater engagement with ASEAN, and 

later the QUAD. But it seems that there’s very little follow -up in 

regards with the commitment made by Korea. Within its bilateral 

relations with Indonesia, Korea has been more comfortable in 

pursuing cooperation within the field of economy, social, and 

culture. Security cooperation has thus far been relegated to a 

minimum, with engagements mainly concerned between defense 

establishment or coast guards. 

Nonetheless, despite a strong defense cooperation, Indonesia-

Korea cooperation on the field is at risk to be scaled down 

substantially. This consideration came after the Indonesian Navy 

was reported to be reviewing the contract made with DSME 

regarding the second batch of the submarine orders. It was 

planned at the beginning that Indonesia was to procure up to six 

submarines from South Korea, which was to be divided into two 

batches of production. However, dissatisfaction was raised with 

the quality of the submarines by Indonesia, which puts into 

question the continuation of the submarine contract with DSME. 

As such, further procurement of submarine by the Indonesian 

Navy are now being considered outside of South Korea, with 
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other manufacturing companies that are able to provide more 

advanced submarine technology.13 

In short, defense cooperation with South Korea has so far been 

halted. Aside from the submarine production issue, there is also 

the controversy of Indonesia failing to uphold its contribution to 

the development of the KF-X fighter jet project. It would seem that 

there is a certain gap in technological understanding to pursue 

this project. With South Korea being more advanced mastery of 

defense technology, it is challenging for both countries to 

continue pursuing the defense cooperation without addressing 

the this “technological gap” that exists between the two countries. 

In addition, with most of the security issues that Indonesia 

faces coming from the non-traditional domain (i.e., transnational 

organized crime, IUU Fishing), there’s very little practicality to 

assist Indonesia in mitigating these issues where there is little 

implication towards the Korean populace. Korea’s experience 

with traditional security issues that emanates from North Korea, 

and, to an extent, intrusions by China and Japan in its maritime 

domain has led Seoul focused in bolstering its defense capability, 

and military might to stand up against these traditional security 

issues. Hence, a focus is established by Korea to take up more 

defense cooperation with Indonesia as a part of its maritime 

security focus. 

Notwithstanding the situation, the newly appointed Yoon 

Suk-yeol administration has promised to pay closer attention to 

more crucial geopolitical security issues, such as the South China 

Sea. President Yoon also admitted that it would bring Seoul closer 

to minilateral organizations, such as QUAD, to pursue stronger 

ties with Washington and Tokyo. Such course may put a strain 

towards Seoul’s relations with Beijing. However, putting South 

Korea closer to like-minded nations through engagement in 

QUAD may emboldened President Yoon to condemn Chinese 

activities, which may result in putting greater emphasis in 

assisting Southeast Asian states in balancing out Chinese coercive 
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activities in the disputed waters of South China Sea. Such 

example could be seen by how Japan is actively providing 

security development assistance, in the form of providing coast 

guard vessels, conducting exercises, and personnel exchanges. 

The successes of these assistances may depend on whether or not 

Jakarta would want to seize this opportunity, or withdraw out of 

fear of drawing the ire of Beijing. Only time will eventually tell 

whether the new South Korean administration will put its money 

where its mouth is. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Invigorating Philippines-South Korea 

Maritime Security Partnership 

Aaron Jed Rabena 

 

This year marks an important turning point in the political 

lives of the Philippines and South Korea as both countries have 

elected new presidents, Ferdinand Bongbong Marcos Jr. and Yoon 

Suk-yeol, respectively. Under the former South Korean President 

Moon Jae-in, South Korea made substantial gains as a result of the 

New Southern Policy (NSP), which eventually evolved into NSP-

Plus. The NSP sat well then-Philippine President Rodrigo 

Duterte’s independent foreign policy which aimed to deepen 

cooperation with traditional partners such as South Korea. 

Consequently, apart from increases in trade, investments, official 

development assistance (ODA), people-to-people exchanges and 

security cooperation, both countries have concluded the 

negotiations for a bilateral free trade agreement (FTA) last year 

and are set to sign the same this year.  

Though the new Yoon Administration has not yet explicitly 

announced that it would carry on (or abandon) the Moon 

Administration’s NSP, President Yoon has nevertheless 

mentioned policies that conceive a larger and more active role for 

South Korea by way of the so-called ABCD Strategy and Global 

Vision for a New Korea and make South Korea a “global pivotal 

state.” It is also said that the Yoon Administration will soon 

announce its own Indo-Pacific Policy, which will likely feature 

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as a national 

priority.1 Thus far, President Yoon’s foreign policy behavior has 

exhibited an early alignment with the US -- an indicator that his 

regional policies will likely keep in step with that of Washington, 

including its values diplomacy. There are already manifestations 
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that South Korea under President Yoon might join the Quad. 2 The 

Philippines, under Marcos, has stated that he will continue his 

predecessor’s “independent foreign policy.”  

The State of Philippines-ROK Defense and Security 

Cooperation   

From being actual allies during the Korean War, South Korea 

and the Philippines are in practice de facto allies. This is due to the 

fact that, in the absence of a formal defense treaty, the Philippines’ 

remains as a member of the UN Command (UNC) that helped 

South Korea in the Korean War whose present aim is to support 

the UN mission of peace and reconciliation in the Korean 

Peninsula. Bilaterally, and multilaterally through ASEAN, both 

countries have a consensus on a range of political issues from the 

denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula to South China Sea 

(SCS).3 In addition, South Korea is a major security partner which 

has long played an active role in the Armed Forces of the 

Philippines (AFP) Modernization Program and in enhancing the 

Philippines’ conventional deterrence capability. 

Under the Peace Pillar of then President Moon’s NSP, the 

Philippines has emerged as a key market for the Korean defense 

industry and is a leading recipient of Korean military (naval and 

air) assets such as guided missile frigates and corvettes (Pohang-

class) which complement the Philippine Navy’s (PN) Corvette 

Acquisition Program.4 In pursuit of the PN’s offshore patrol 

vessel (OPV) program, South Korea’s Hyundai Heavy Industries 

(HHI) was selected to build six OPVs for the Philippines which 

makes South Korea the largest source of the Philippines’ naval 

assets. Notably, talks on submarine cooperation have started 

since last year. All these complement the PN’s aim to become a 

modern and multi-capable force responsive to maritime defense 

and development by 2028. Additionally, there is deepening mil-

to-mil cooperation by way of student officer exchanges, Meeting 

Procedures and Passing Exercises, the AFP’s active attendance to 
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Korean defense exhibits, and the commitment to further 

cooperation on technical support of acquired and donated assets, 

education and training, arms industry cooperation, and other 

capability development programs.5 

Early this year, both countries signed a Terms of Reference 

(TOR) for Army-to-Army Cooperation in which the agreement 

aims to strengthen partnership on: reciprocal visits; mutual 

exchange of army-related insights and information; military 

education and training; logistics and maintenance; humanitarian 

assistance and disaster relief; military medicine and medical 

support; subject matter expert exchanges; military technology 

cooperation; research and development; military sports and 

cultural activities, and other areas of mutual interest. Philippine 

Army Chief Romeo Brawner had expressed that the Agreement 

hopefully leads to an “iron clad alliance.” This supplements the 

Navy-to-Navy Talks between the Philippine and South Korean 

Navy that was created in 2020. Last June, there was an 

announcement that both countries will form a vice-ministerial 

defense talk, and Seoul even proposed to join the KAMANDAG 

Military Exercise which involves the US and Philippine Marine 

Corps.  

Broadening Areas of Maritime Convergence  

Needless to say, the importance of maritime security is 

elementary to a maritime nation such as the Philippines which has 

one of the longest coastlines in the world and being the world’s 

second largest archipelagic country. The Philippines is also one of 

the world’s most natural hazard-prone countries. Moreover, in 

terms of geographical disposition, the Philippines is “is located in 

a nexus of numerous competing maritime interests at domestic, 

regional, and global scales.”6 This includes non-traditional 

security challenges in the tri-border area between the Philippines, 

Malaysia and Indonesia, and geopolitical flashpoints in strategic 
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chokepoints that straddle the SCS (i.e., Straits of Malacca, 

Lombok, and Makassar).7  

As a Naval Commander put it, the vastness of Philippine 

waters is a challenge to maritime domain awareness and because 

of the Philippines’ “strategic location and rich marine 

biodiversity, the Philippines has great maritime potential to be a 

logistics and transport, ship repair and information fusion, and a 

marine [regional] research hub.”8 It is thus not surprising why the 

Philippines, as an archipelagic state, reiterated its commitment to 

maritime security as a priority during the ASEAN Foreign 

Ministers’ Retreat held in Phnom Penh, Cambodia in February 

this year. This was manifested in Philippine support for the Code 

of Conduct in the SCS and continued participation in foras such 

as ASEAN Maritime Forum and (AMF) and Expanded ASEAN 

Maritime Forum (EAMF).9  

For the Philippines, maritime security pertains to issues such 

as coastal and marine resources protection, maritime trade, 

maritime safety (i.e., from piracy, robbery, poaching, illegal 

intrusion, terrorism/maritime terrorism, gun/human/drug 

trafficking), maritime law enforcement, environmental 

protection, and fisheries and resource management.10 These 

challenges and the lack of national maritime consciousness or 

“sea blindness” makes maritime domain awareness (MDA) all the 

more important for the Philippines.11 

In addition to inadequacies in policy planning and strategy, 

other problems concerning the Philippines’ maritime domain 

include shortage of proper assets (in the Navy, Coast Guard and 

other maritime agencies) and platforms for sustained 

participation in international cooperation initiatives, lack of 

common doctrine, and interoperability of equipment.12 Fleet 

modernization is also an issue considering that maritime services 

compete with each other and non-maritime agencies for limited 

resources.13 Compounding this is the presence of weak physical 

and digital infrastructure (e.g., lack of modern ports, combined 
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naval exercises, combined law enforcement patrols and 

intelligence exchanges; inadequacy of coordinated, secure and 

updated communication systems and information databases) 

which constrain the Philippines’ MDA activities.14  

The most urgent maritime challenges for the Philippines are 

border security, crimes at sea, and maritime counter-terrorism.15 

This is why areas for collaboration and cooperation with other 

countries such as South Korea could incorporate maritime safety, 

MDA, search and rescue, coastal welfare, fisheries (fish stock data 

collection), maritime connectivity, illicit trade, marine 

environmental protection, rule of law and good order at sea, and 

disaster response and resiliency.16 Furthermore, the Philippines 

needs to develop its MDA capability given that maritime 

intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) are part of the 

AFP’s capability upgrade program.17  

With the country’s limited surveillance resources, there is a 

need for littoral monitoring stations that are low-cost and low-

maintenance that can provide 24/7 real-time information and 

integrate raw data into actionable knowledge so as to better 

contribute crucial inputs to policy stakeholders.18 Besides the 

acquisition of platforms to better capability to detect, monitor and 

manage maritime threats, there could be educational 

opportunities and tech transfer to develop own capacity for MDA, 

maritime infrastructure and maritime scientific research. 19 These 

would substantially help underpin the military and non-military 

efforts of the Philippines such as search and rescue operations, 

and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR). 20  

Much can be learned from the Philippines’ security 

cooperation with other countries such as France, Japan, US, and 

even China. Bilaterally, last June, the Philippines signed the 

Bantay Dagat (Guardian of the Sea) Framework with the US 

which aims to upgrade MDA capability and joint response to 

maritime challenges and intergovernmental approach to national 

security. Both countries also convened the inaugural Maritime 
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Dialogue in April to follow through on shared maritime priorities 

and challenges. In terms of defense industry, France’s Naval 

Group plans to open an office in Manila which marks a long-term 

commitment by France to help in developing the Philippines’ 

naval capability.  

With Japan, apart from naval exercises -- with plans to have a 

large-scale joint military exercise with the US similar to Balikatan 

— the first 2+2 Meetings with Japan was initiated in April. 

Minilaterally, in July, the AFP conducted a trilateral joint staff 

talks with counterparts from the US and Japan, and the agenda 

was to boost interoperability and maintenance of freedom of 

navigation in the Indo-Pacific. Most recently, the EU has 

expressed willingness to beef up maritime cooperation with the 

Philippines in combating maritime crimes and terrorism, and 

advance partnership on information sharing, capacity building, 

and training.21 

Imperatives for Philippines and South Korea Coast 

Guard Diplomacy  

There is a growing trend in Southeast Asia on the use of Coast 

Guard diplomacy. France, Japan and the US have made 

significant advances in employing Coast Guard diplomacy with 

the Philippines. There are several advantages for South Korea in 

engaging in Coast Guard diplomacy with the Philippines. For 

one, it has been widely said that Coast Guard or white-hulled 

cooperation is “less controversial” because of its non-military 

nature and non-traditional security threats (maritime safety, 

navigational safety) that it aims to address thus making it more 

insulated from geopolitics.22 Also, “coast guard cooperation” can 

“complement future military engagements.”23 Another reason is 

that, unlike in the AFP, the PCG’s acquisition agreement with 

foreign countries is less bureaucratic.24  

This is already being done as the Philippines has entered into 

a soft loan or ODA agreements with or had received grants  from 
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Japan and France under the Benigno Aquino and Duterte 

administrations. Specifically, Japan’s Japan International 

Cooperation Agency (JICA) had funded the construction and 

delivery of 10 44-meter Multi-Role Response Vessels (MRRV) 

and, for this year, two 94-meter Offshore Patrol Vessels (OPV) for 

the PCG. Additionally, JICA has gone beyond maritime asset 

provision and has sponsored training and educational activities 

(counter-piracy operations and acquisition of new vessels) for 

PCG personnel and had supported the construction of lighthouses 

and vessel traffic monitoring systems.25 Japan has resorted to 

regional coastguard diplomacy through ODA to build the 

capacities of regional states so as to strengthen their maritime law 

enforcement and maritime security.26 As for France, it has funded 

and built four 24-meter Patrol Boats and the PCG’s first 82-meter 

OPV under the Philippine Ports and Philippine Coast Guard 

Capability Development Project. 

In regard to the US, US Coast Guard USCG (USCG) and PCG 

engagements underscore non-traditional security threats and the 

promotion of a rules-based governance and secure waterways.27 

In 2018, the USCG Stratton took part in the Maritime Training 

Activity Sama-Sama with the maritime forces of Japan, the United 

States, and the Philippines.28 Another maritime drill was 

conducted between the USCG and the PCG in Subic Bay in 2021, 

which covered counter-terrorism, disaster response, and 

maritime law enforcement.29 The US has likewise increased the 

PCG personnel it trains which include low-ranking technicians.30 

Other courses that the USCG has offered to the Philippines 

include Small Boat Operations which aims to enhance Surface 

Support Force capabilities for search and rescue operations, and 

Basic Life Saving and Tactical Combat Casualty Care by members 

of the US Civilian Military Support Element-Philippines (CMSE 

PHL). Last year, members of Personnel of the Philippine Coast 

Guard (PCG), Philippine National Police Maritime Group (PNP 
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MG), and Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR) took 

the advanced boarding officer given by the USCG.  

On marine environmental protection, search and rescue, 

firefighting and oil spill response, the PCG, together with the 

Japanese Coast Guard (JCG) and the Indonesian Coast Guard, 

have conducted the Maritime Pollution Training Exercises 

(MARPOLEX) last May.31 The PCG also signed a memorandum of 

understanding with the Indonesian Maritime Security Agency on 

maritime security in 2019.32 With India, there have been coast 

guard exercises in 2017 which focused on cross boarding, 

maritime pollution response and containment.33 And with China, 

there is the Joint Coast Guard Committee (JCGC) which serves as 

a platform to manage maritime issues and expand areas of 

collaboration. These coast guard cooperation is much needed 

because of the presence of robbery at sea in maritime Southeast 

Asia (Strait of Malacca or in Sulu and Sulawesi Seas) that warrants 

an exchange of information on vessel registration and regulation, 

and vessel monitoring system.34 The PCG urgently needs 

continuous support for capability development in maritime 

safety, marine environmental protection, search and rescue, and 

maritime law enforcement.35 In view of these, South Korea can 

play a role in the PCG’s plan to procure high-endurance boats, 

rigid hull inflatable boats (RHIBs), and smaller watercraft from 

other countries.36  

Conclusion and Policy Considerations 

Manila’s so-called independent foreign policy could be 

bolstered by having robust security partnerships let alone 

maritime security partnerships with traditional partners. This can 

be subsumed under a strategic partnership between the 

Philippines and South Korea which was already being discussed 

during the Duterte and Moon administrations. In this regard, 

certain recommendations in promoting mil-to-mil and maritime 

cooperation between the Philippines and South Korea may be 
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considered. First, apart from the maritime exercises mentioned 

above, there can be a TOR for Navy-to-Navy Cooperation just as 

there is for the Philippine and South Korean Army. Through the 

Joint Defense Cooperation Committee and Joint Committee 

Meeting on Logistics and Defense Industry Cooperation of the 

Philippines and South Korea, South Korean support for a possible 

Philippine submarine project could be reviewed given that 

Indonesia’s T PAL has already partnered with Daewoo 

Shipbuilding and Marine Engineering to build Indonesian 

submarines.  

As per a retired Philippine Rear Admiral, South Korea may 

further aid the Philippines in the following areas: submarine 

rescue training program; common equipment for surface warfare 

requirements (e.g., anti-ship, anti-air missiles, mine warfare 

systems); co-development and co-production ventures under a 

G2G arrangement with Korean defense industries hub for ship 

parts and sub-systems; joint naval exercises to improve 

interoperability and testing of new systems; naval staff-to-staff 

talks; development of local supply chain to support the 

maintenance of Jose Rizal-class frigate; contribute to the 

Philippines’ Self-Reliant Defense Posture (SRDP) for the Navy 

(e.g., design of fast attack craft, transfer of technology, technical 

skills training for civilian workers, investment in STEM skills for 

local schools; assistance in integrating sealines of 

communications (SLOC) defense system in terms of surveillance, 

patrol, interdiction and Command, Control, Communication and 

Intelligence  (C3I) systems).37  

It also has to be noted that South Korea recently unveiled its 

plan for an anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) weapons system 

which the Philippines could study and consider for the defense of 

its maritime core interests.38 Second, based on Coast Guard 

cooperation stated earlier and the Philippines and Japan Coast 

Guard cooperation, there can be a PCG-SKCG [South Korean 

Coast Guard] Bilateral Summit or bilateral coast guard 
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mechanism similar to that with China. There can further be port 

visits by the South Korean Coast Guard so as to intensify coast 

guard diplomacy and interservice cooperation. Relatedly, a 

cooperation agreement could be made between both countries’ 

Bureau of Fisheries as they play supplementary roles in maritime 

law enforcement operations. In addition to invest early on in 

maritime security partnership, institutional cooperation between 

South Korean and Philippine maritime academies/institutions 

such as the Philippine Merchant Marine Academy (PMMA), the 

pioneer maritime institution in the Philippines where PCG 

personnel are also being trained, can be operationalized.     

In this regard, both countries can commence and even 

regularize both naval and coast guard exercises in order to share 

best practices and operational experiences as what the Philippines 

has with other countries. Significantly, interservice cooperation 

should not only include the Navy and the Coast Guard but also 

the Philippines’ National Police Maritime Group and National 

Coast Watch Center (NCWC) as they form “the core of a web of 

institutions mandated to contribute to aspects of maritime 

security” despite their overlapping functions and roles.39 All these 

matters would be helpful in fulfilling the mission and vision 

stated in the 2020-2024 Philippine Maritime Strategy.40 Finally, 

since minilaterals are on the rise in the region, a proposal for a 

Trilateral Security Initiative, which would increase security 

policy coordination and cooperation between Manila, Seoul and 

Washington, could be explored.41  
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Introduction and Background of Discussion 

Discussion on maritime security for both Malaysia and ROK 

has intensified in the recent months due to the launch of the Free 

and Open Indo–Pacific (FOIP) strategy by the Biden-Harris 

administration.1 The current U.S. administration following its 

predecessors is continuing its pivot back to the region. What was 

formerly recognized as the Asia-Pacific has now been expanded 

to include the Indian Ocean and has realigned the U.S.'s maritime 

security interest, particularly the South China Sea (SCS). The SCS 

has always been a contentious topic in Asia, depending on 

China’s behavior in the area due to its seemingly expansionist 

ambition in claiming the Spratly Islands (involving contesting 

claims by Malaysia, Vietnam, Brunei and The Philippines) as well 

as The Paracels (involving Taiwan and Vietnam).  

At the same time, the Republic of Korea (ROK), through its 

New Southern Policy Plus (NSP+) has been increasing its 

engagement with ASEAN as well as presenting itself as an option 

in balancing the great-powers competition. ROK’s current 

President, President Yoon Seok-yeol is also taking “initiative to 

formulate ROK’s own Indo-Pacific strategy framework.”2 The 

new framework will incorporate the work already done through 

the NSP and NSP+. Overall, continued tension and possible 

maritime conflict due to China’s expansionism in the Southeast 

Asian region are common cause of concern for both Malaysia and 

the ROK. 
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Despite being a maritime nation, Malaysia lacks clear 

parameters for its maritime security, thus affecting its security 

focus. With the recent launch of FOIP, Malaysia and ROK should 

creatively craft new approaches to mitigate competition in 

Southeast Asia. This paper explores the current standing of 

Maritime Security of both countries and the need for both to 

support ASEAN-led mechanisms to further mitigate future 

dynamism in the SCS (and surrounding bodies of water such as 

the Straits of Melaka). 

Statement of Issue 

Both Malaysia and ROK have concerns when it comes to 

maritime security and some of the key issues are: 

Ambiguity in Malaysia’s Concept and Parameters  

for Maritime Security 

The Malaysian Defense White Paper in 2020 claims that the 

‘geographical attribute positions Malaysia as a maritime nation 

with continental roots, the bridging linchpin between the two 

ocean regions.’3 Malaysia is a maritime nation due to its 

geographical features but arguably does not behave like one.4 The 

nation is surrounded by the Straits of Malacca and the SCS. The 

White Paper statement implies that Malaysia’s government treats 

maritime security as one of its critical securitization aspects, 

however it is argued that the strategic culture of Malaysia does 

not reflect that.5 This is seen in the lack of one coherent maritime 

security framework.  

There are several policy documents that guide Malaysia’s 

maritime security. They are the National Security Policy which 

touches on maritime security aspects of overlapping claims, trans-

border crimes, illegal immigrants, and resource management. 6 

Second is Malaysia’s Defense White Paper, which laid out the 

defense plans for the Malaysian Armed Forces covering both land 

and sea territories. Thirdly, the Malaysian Maritime Enforcement 
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Agency (MMEA) Act. Fourth, is Maritime Defense Strategy 2009 

and lastly the Maritime Security Act (a working draft bill from 

2011).  

Relevant ministries will have their internal parameters and 

action plans on how to deal with issues and oftentimes, these are 

brought to cabinet discussion if it is an inter-ministries’ concern. 

This lack of coherency and conflicting prioritization is a problem 

when discussing matters related to Malaysia’s maritime security. 

Its lack of objectives and goals requires ad-hoc intervention from 

relevant ministries, which is often delayed. From Malaysia’s 

perspective, ‘maritime security is used in a sense that is flexible 

enough to encompass any issue related to maritime interest.’ 7 

ROK’s Maritime Security Dilemma 

Although the ROK has no maritime issue in the ASEAN region 

per se, the increased militarization of the SCS and resulting 

conflict would also impact South Korea as sea trading routes 

towards South Korea pass through the area.  Additionally, its 

tumultuous relations with the Democratic People's Republic of 

Korea (DPRK) lend to much of its maritime security concern. The 

Cheonan incident and the Yeongpyeong Island bombing, both in 

2010 would still suggest that DPRK is an imminent threat to the 

ROK. Issues concerning the enforcement of sanctions on the 

DPRK, border violations as well as IUU fishing (illegal, 

unreported and unregulated) are all examples of the ROK’s 

maritime security concerns. Although the two countries signed 

the Comprehensive Military Agreement (CMA) concerning the 

maritime security buffer between them, the DPRK has not ceased 

provocations.8 Malaysia has also had issues with the DPRK using 

its ports for its illegal activities9 although recent diplomatic 

fallout meant that this is less of an issue currently and in the near 

future.  
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China’s Expansion in the SCS for both Malaysia and ROK 

In 2022, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) enters its 9th 

year of operationalization. China’s presence in ASEAN through 

its mega-investment in infrastructure aims to “promote the 

connectivity of Asian, European and African continents and their 

adjacent seas,”10 had integrated the Silk Road Economic Belt (via 

land) and the 21st Maritime Silk Road (from the Indian Ocean to 

the Straits of Malacca and towards the SCS).  

On a separate dimension, territorial disputes over the Spratly 

Islands and the Paracels have been seen as an aggressive 

expansionism move which alarms stakeholder countries like 

Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei and The Philippines. However, due to 

greater economic dependency and entanglement brought about 

through increased trade and BRI investments, these countries 

cannot afford to antagonize China despite China’s assertiveness 

into the region. 

For the ROK, China’s assertiveness in the SCS would also 

contribute to the ROK effectively being trapped in the increasing 

U.S.-China competition. China has long made its displeasure 

known concerning the U.S.-ROK military cooperation. The US-

ROK joint naval exercises in the Yellow Sea that the ROK 

embarked on as a show of strength due to its 2010 clash with 

DPRK were strongly criticized by China. Recent exercises in 2021 

have also drawn criticism.11 Maritime tension would continue to 

rise as the ROK has made clear interest in joining the Quad. 12 

Should the ongoing tension in the SCS spill over into overt 

conflict, then no doubt the ROK would not be able to claim 

neutrality in the matter. 

Current Cooperation Framework 

Malaysia and the ROK established diplomatic relations in 1960 

and the inclusion of the ROK in Malaysia’s Look East Policy in 

1983 has ensured steady cooperation between the two countries. 
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However, as development-oriented countries, both Malaysia and 

the ROK prioritize economic stability and growth. This means 

that bilateral cooperation is generally geared toward 

development even when similar security concerns driven by anti -

communist tendencies became the motivation for establishing 

diplomatic relationships and cooperation. Therefore, official 

cooperation between the two countries has mostly focused on 

trade, education, and socio-cultural exchanges. The ROK is 

Malaysia’s 11 th largest trade partner, number 9 in terms of export 

value and number 7 in terms of import value.13 

This does not mean that security cooperation has not existed 

between the two countries. In 1987, Malaysia and the ROK began 

defense cooperation folded into economic cooperation with the 

focus on “defense acquisition and defense technology and 

industry.”14 This was followed by the establishment of a “joint 

committee for weapons production” in 1992.15 When it comes to 

formal security cooperation between Malaysia and the ROK, it is 

only recently that more concrete ventures on a bilateral scale have 

begun to happen. The two countries signed a defense cooperation 

in the form of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in April 

2022 after 3 years of negotiation.16 The MoU is meant to cover 

“people-to-people exchanges, military education and cooperation 

in the defense industry and logistics.”17 This formalization is a 

positive avenue to open more concrete security cooperation in 

other sectors.  

For both countries, security cooperation has mostly been 

approached through a multilateral platform. Malaysia’s foremost 

focus in foreign policy is ASEAN and much of its security 

cooperation is conducted via the ASEAN regional platforms. This 

includes the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) as well as the ASEAN 

Defense Ministerial Meeting (ADMM) and ADMM+. In fact, it was 

through Malaysia’s support the ROK was elevated as full 

dialogue partner with ASEAN.18 As a participant in both the ARF 

and ADMM, Malaysia and the ROK engage in the various security 
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issues that concern the region, including that of the SCS, 

disarmament, and nuclear non-proliferation. Additionally, the 

militaries of Malaysia and the ROK have also worked together in 

United Nations Peacekeeping Operations for example in missions 

in Somalia and East Timor. Malaysia and the ROK military also 

recently conducted training under UN peacekeeping operations 

in Lebanon.19 

Overall, Malaysia and the ROK have ample areas of common 

security concerns where cooperation can be better expanded with 

more concrete initiatives carried out. The next section looks at 

several areas of potential security cooperation which would fit 

under the aegis of non-traditional and development-based 

security.  

Other Potential Security Cooperation 

Food Security 

Food security is a concern for both countries due to factors of 

war, climate change and disruption in the supply chain. In the 

long run, food security continues to dominate important aspects 

of non-traditional security. Malaysia and ROK share similar 

dietary consumption whereby rice is the main consumption with 

every meal but also in the consumption of seafood products. This 

falls naturally under the realm of marine security as well. The 

security of fishing vessels in volatile waters is an immediate 

concern but can and should encompass the sustainability of 

fisheries and fishing practices. 

In the larger realm of food security, both countries can share 

experience and expertise in the mitigation of food security risks. 

ROK has developed technology-based farming to accustom 

production to all weather. Malaysia has an abundance of arable 

land and is still developing when it comes to tech-agriculture. 

Additionally, Malaysia is looking to transition from plantation 
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and commercial crops into returning to better self-sufficient in 

food production.20 

Technological Advancement (Digitalization and 5G) 

The introduction of 5G in Malaysia, scheduled to happen in 

2022 is a step forward in improving the network capacity of the 

country. 5G technology will enable a larger network capacity with 

higher network speed. This would also allow the introduction of 

new platforms and sensors, the utilization of IoT devices and a 

transition from legacy systems in use by the Malaysian Armed 

Forces. In maritime security, this would translate to the 

possibility of new generation unmanned vehicles both for air and 

over water, a more effective surveillance and response network, 

as well as the utilization of newer maritime to land 

communication and navigation systems.  

The ROK’s leading capacity in 5G and ICT technology would 

make the country a perfect partner when it comes to upgrading 

its maritime military technology. Additionally, the introduction 

of increased digital assets would require new protocols and 

policies dealing with cybersecurity issues to ensure the rollout 

and digitalization of maritime assets are not compromised. 

Naturally, cooperation on cybersecurity could, and should, also 

extend beyond the maritime sector. Malaysia’s own progress with 

the digitalization of various manufacturing industries means an 

increasing need to incorporate cybersecurity concerns in all 

efforts be it in public and private sectors.    

Green New Deal 

The Ukraine-Russian War has severely impacted oil 

production which in turn caused disruptions to the global supply 

chain of other commodities including food and services. The 

volatility of oil production and consumption in the current 

decade has resulted in a more aggressive exploration of 
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renewable energy. The ROK ranks 112 th while Malaysia ranks 

132nd in the Global Sustainability Index in 2022. Similar concerns 

and opportunities could possibly exist in both countries, which 

open more doors of collaboration when it comes to policy making, 

pollution reduction, climate change, oceans, biodiversity, and 

energy. A Green New Deal is a dire need for developing and least 

developed countries. Bilateral cooperation between ROK and 

Malaysia could be developed into more tangible future 

multilateral corporations for sustainability. 

Policy Recommendations, Feasibility, and 

Implementation Strategies 

As discussed earlier, Malaysia’s maritime security is not 

clearly codified in a single document. Rather, it exists in various 

sources and needs to be consolidated. Based on the National 

Defense Policy, National Security Policy, the Malaysian Maritime 

Enforcement Agency, as well as the 2019 Defense White Paper 

three perimeters of Maritime Security Policy (MSP) for Malaysia 

can be derived for recommendation. First, MSP should consider 

Malaysia’s geographical interest as the country is surrounded by 

the Straits of Malacca, the SCS, the Singapore Strait, the Sunda 

Strait, the Lombok Strait and is connected via land with Thailand 

and Indonesia. Therefore, peace and stability in its core areas, 

offshore economic zones, and strategic waterway and airspace 

must be given priority. 

Second, focus should be given to manage traditional and non-

traditional security threats. Traditional security includes 

encroachment in Malaysian territorial sovereignty due to China’s 

expansionist behavior. A highly securitized SCS will pose a threat 

to Malaysia as Malaysian waters exists 200 nautical miles into the 

SCS and will have a direct impact to Malaysia’s Sea Lines of 

Communications (SLOC). For non-traditional security activities 

ranging from maritime crime, drugs and arms trafficking, illegal 

fishing, terrorism and foreign armed ship activities, pollution 



 

 

79 | Navigating Uncharted Waters  

would have to be mitigated. This includes not only Malaysia’s 

own maritime security efforts but joint-efforts with neighboring 

countries (including South Korea) to constantly patrol and share 

information. 

The third parameter would be to protect the national interest 

and territorial sovereignty of Malaysia. Apart from its 

geographical interests, economic interests and territorial 

sovereignty should be important perimeters in constructing the 

MSP. As a trading nation, economic activities in the SLOC must 

be safeguarded to ensure safe and smooth passage of vessels in 

and out of the country. This directly becomes a national interest 

for Malaysia as a hub of regional and world trade activities. At 

the same time, overlapping claims of territories with other nations 

must be dealt constructively by the Malaysian government in 

ensuring its waters and islands are safe to be navigated under the 

control of Malaysian government and its laws.  

In consideration of this, Malaysia and ROK must consolidate 

their approach toward FOIP, IPS, as well as IPEF. Malaysia’s 

stance on the FOIP is in line with its neutral foreign policy 

approach as well as the ASEAN’s Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. 

Malaysia is also in line with ASEAN taking the proactive role in 

the region.21 While Malaysia welcomes all US-led policies on a 

neutral basis, Malaysia should be clear on its level of integration 

so as not to antagonize China as its main trade partner. Similarly, 

ROK does not want to alienate China either considering the 

geopolitical influence on its safety and relations with the DPRK. 

Both ASEAN and the ROK should work on allowing the FOIP to 

be more inclusive as well as take into consideration China’s role 

in the region. China remains an important state actor in the 

region, as well as to both Malaysia and China.  

While Malaysia and the ROK have ratified the Regional and 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), both countries 

should leverage the Partnership to balance the superpower 

competition. While the RCEP’s economic benefit is  undeniable 
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and brings greater exporting opportunities for both Malaysia and 

ROK, it could also be leveraged as a cushion from future friction 

between China and the RCEP’s member countries. RCEP’s 

strength lies in its 16 member states, a mixture of diverse 

economies in the Asia-Pacific which could impact the interests of 

U.S. and China. ASEAN believes that China’s expansionism 

should be mitigated through discussion and dialogue and the 

RCEP is one of the mediums which could be utilized to that 

purpose. 

Malaysia should support the institutionalization of the 

ASEAN-Korea Defense Meeting, by pushing other ASEAN 

countries to support Korea-ASEAN Maritime Security and Safety 

Forum. At the same time, ROK should support ASEAN’s security 

autonomy by empowering ASEAN-led mechanisms in maritime 

security. Institutionalism would formalize work relations 

between Malaysia and ROK, as well as between ASEAN and ROK. 

The absence of superpower influence in ASEAN-led mechanisms 

will give confidence to ASEAN's regional capacity in managing 

future conflicts. This requires ASEAN to step up its game and be 

a leader of its own destiny. No doubt, ASEAN has its security 

baggage (dealing with Myanmar), but its method of consensus in 

decision making has managed to prevent serious conflicts in the 

region.  

Malaysia and ROK could also explore a mutual approach to 

deal with the contentious territorial claim of China and various 

ASEAN members in the SCS. A different approach would include 

bringing in international partners in the upcoming discussion on 

the Code of Conduct22 to explore neutral views beyond that of 

ASEAN and Beijing’s perspectives. Areas of collaboration as 

detailed in the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the SCS 

(Para 6 A to E)23 should be given emphasis rather than the claims. 

This will include for all stakeholders in the overlapping territorial 

claims and the importance to safeguard the overall territorial 

value.  
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By forging cooperation rather than focusing on individual 

claims, all parties would be able to work on trust-building which 

leads to possible negotiations in the future. As the SCS remains 

one of the biggest concerns for surrounding member states, 

countries should not give up on searching for new models of 

cooperation. Usage of force and retaliation could and should be 

eradicated while working toward a peaceful settlement of the 

issue. Malaysia and the ROK could spearhead such an initiative.  

Summary and Conclusion 

The Southeast Asia region is expected to be in the limelight of 

the U.S.-China rivalry even as we progress beyond 2022. China is 

strengthening its non-military presence by investing in 

infrastructure financing like the BRI. As a developing nation, 

Malaysia welcomes any FDI into the country and would work to 

increase its intraregional and interregional competitiveness. 

However, when it comes to maritime security, Malaysia and ROK 

are not at the same level, and this could be a challenge for both 

parties. At the same time, China remains an external factor that 

requires both Malaysia and the ROK to work together to mitigate 

the impact of an increasingly self-assured China. However, this 

discussion does not suggest that framework/agreements should 

be made anew to counter failing arrangements. An improvisation 

of existing frameworks and efforts is needed to seek greater 

harmonization between Malaysia with ASEAN, ROK and China.  

It is more challenging for Malaysia, due to the absence of a 

concrete framework for maritime security when maritime security 

issues continue evolving. There needs to be a strategy at par with 

the ROK. This is to create compatible relations and cooperation 

between the two countries to weather ever-growing threats in the 

SCS and the Malacca Strait. On a regional level, both countries 

could jointly construct ASEAN’s strategic autonomy as a 

balancing strategy against the great powers’ rivalry. ASEAN 

needs capacity building for it to lead when communicating with 
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both China and the U.S. The future should project more narratives 

from ASEAN when the region is dealing with great-power rivalry 

in the region. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Vietnam-Korea Security Relations: 

Current State and Prospect 

Ha Anh Tuan 

Introduction 

As the Cold War was coming to an end in the late 1980s, 

Vietnam initiated its Doi Moi process in 1986, deciding to open its 

relations with all countries and international organizations on the 

principle of co-existence to minimize security threats emerged 

after the collapse of the socialist bloc. In December 1992, Vietnam 

and the Republic of Korea (ROK) established diplomatic relations, 

making a remarkable milestone in bilateral relations, given their 

bitter immediate history. During its struggle against the US for 

independence, also known as the Vietnam War in the West, 

Vietnam had to fight against about 320,000 South Korean troops 

deployed in Vietnamese territory throughout the period from 

1964 to 1973.1 This period witnessed ROK soldiers’ committing in 

serious atrocities against Vietnamese civilians, including an 

estimated of 45 civilian massacres.2,3 Furthermore, Vietnam was a 

close friend of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) 

within the socialist camp during the Cold War. 

Against this context, the newly established Vietnam-ROK 

relations in the early days focused on economic cooperation. This 

choice proved to be successful as bilateral trade and investment 

has grown steadily, leading to higher mutual trust and open 

further cooperation in security areas. The signing of the 

Comprehensive Partnership in the 21st Century in 2001 and its 

subsequent upgrade to strategic cooperative partnership in 2009 

presented Hanoi and Seoul with better frameworks to deepen 

bilateral security cooperation. 
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The Current Stage of Vietnam-ROK Relations 

The spearhead of Vietnam-ROK cooperation has been 

economic partnership. Total trade between Vietnam and the ROK 

was 2.1 billion USD in 2001 when the Comprehensive Partnership 

relations was established, rose to 9.5 billion USD in 2009 just as 

the two countries upgraded the relations to Strategic Partnership. 

After the two sides inked a free trade agreement in 2015, bilateral 

trade continue to expand rapidly, from 37.6 billion USD in 2015 

to 80.7 billion USD in 2021.4 The two sides committed to bring 

bilateral trade to 100 billion by 2023 and 150 billion USD by 

2030.5,6 Vietnam jumped from ROK’s 59 th largest export partner in 

1989 to the third rank in 2019, making Hanoi as the most rapidly 

grown partner in terms of trading with Seoul. The ROK is 

currently Vietnam’s 3rd largest trading partner and ranks the 

second in terms of Vietnam’s FDI and ODA.7 Vietnam is the 

biggest ODA recipient of ROK’s ODA.8 

Strong economic ties between Vietnam and the ROK spill over 

into bilateral security cooperation. As early as 2006, Hanoi and 

Seoul reached an MOU on mutual support in UN peacekeeping 

operations and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. After 

upgrading their relations to strategic partnership in 2009, the two 

countries signed several security-related agreements, including 

the 2012 MOU on Information Safety and Security, the 2014 MOU 

on Military Information Security, the 2016 MOU on the Clearance 

of Unexploded Ordnances (UXOs), and especially the 2018 Joint 

Vision Statement on Defense Cooperation for the period from 

2018 to 2030. 

From 2012, Hanoi and Seoul established an annual Defense 

Strategy Dialogue at vice defense minister level. This dialogue 

mechanism is held annually on the rotational basis between the 

two countries, except for 2020 when the Covid-19 limited 

international travels.  By 2021, nine of such dialogues have been 

held and the areas for bilateral security cooperation have been 

expanded. At the 9th Dialogue held in Hanoi, the two sides have 
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identified exchanges of senior-level officials, defense training and 

education, arms industry, maritime security, cybersecurity, 

settlement of war consequences, activities related to UN 

peacekeeping, and coordination activities at multilateral 

frameworks as key areas for security cooperation.9,10 This is in line 

with the 2018 Joint Vision Statement on Defense Cooperation.  

These agreements laid a solid foundation for Vietnam-ROK 

security cooperation and the identified priority areas have been 

implemented. The ROK provided Vietnam with 20 million USD 

financial assistance to carry out Korea-Viet Nam Mine Action 

Project in four years (2018-2021) which aims at, inter alia, 

landmine clearance, mine risk education, and victim assistance. 

By November 2020, 16,880ha was surveyed and 9,086ha of land 

were cleared under this project.11 The success of the project led to 

a bigger Vietnam-ROK cooperation project worth of USD 33 

million for the period from 2022-2026, in which Seoul would 

provide USD 25 million, to clear land-contaminated with bombs, 

mines, and explosives; aid victims of explosive devices, and 

create safe livelihoods for people in three provinces in the central 

of Vietnam.12 

Trade in arms between Vietnam and the ROK, however, is 

limited. Since 1992, the two countries only reached trade deal in 

arms in 2017 and 2018. In both years, the ROK exported 60 million 

USD of arms to Vietnam. This represents only 1.66 percent of the 

ROK’s arms export and 1.33 percent of Vietnam’s arms import 

value in this period.13 

Security Cooperation in the Maritime Domain 

Vietnam-ROK security cooperation between Vietnam and the 

ROK in the maritime domains only gained attention in recent 

years. Maritime domains play a vital part in Vietnam and the ROK 

security and socio-economic development. Both countries dispute 

with their respective neighboring states concerning sovereignty 
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over structures and sovereign rights over different bodies of 

water in the seas around them. They, however, shy away from 

supporting each other’s claim as a part of their strategy not to take 

side with any specific country concerning maritime and territorial 

disputes. Maritime domain cooperation, therefore, involve the 

supports of fundamental principles of international relations and 

law, development of human resources, technical supports, and 

assistance of ships.  

Increasing mutual concerns on maritime security cooperation 

is reflected in Vietnam – ROK high level statements. The 2009 

Vietnam-ROK joint statement on the occasion of ROK President 

Lee Myung-bak’s visit to Vietnam only referred to countering 

piracy as one among many areas for bilateral cooperation in 

international affairs.14 The two sides, at the 2011 Vietnam-ROK 

Join Statement on the occasion of the State Visit of Vietnamese 

President Truong Tan Sang to the ROK, committed to strengthen 

cooperation to maintain peace, stability, and freedom of 

navigation in regional maritime domains in accordance with the 

international law.15 In their high-level joint statements in 2014 and 

2018, the two sides highlighted the need to maintain peace, 

security, safety and freedom of navigation and stress on peaceful 

settlement of maritime related disputes in accordance with 

international law. They also supported an effective and 

comprehensive implementation of the Declaration on the Conduct 

of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) and to accelerate the 

signing of a substantive and effective Code of Conduct (COC) in 

the South China Sea.16 

Political commitment demonstrated in these statements lays 

solid foundation for an actual cooperation between Hanoi and 

Seoul on maritime security issues. Ship transfer is the most 

remarkable area in this regard. Ships transfer program from the 

ROK to Hanoi is on donation or favorable price-basis. In 2013, the 

ROK donated Vietnamese Coastguard with three patrol vessels, 

one of which was among Vietnam’s largest patrol vessels with the 
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capacity of 1,400-ton.17 Vietnamese Navy was also a beneficiary of 

the patrol transfer program as it received three refurbished 

Pohang-class corvettes from the ROK Navy in 2015, 2017 and 2018 

respectively.18 

On the field of personnel training, in October 2019, 

Vietnamese Ministry of Transport and South Korean Ministry of 

Oceans and Fisheries signed an MOU on maritime cooperation 

and crew training.19 While this MOU is a civilian maritime 

cooperation initiative by nature, it has security implications as the 

trained sailors works in different industries, including law 

enforcement agencies and the navy. The visit of ROK President 

Moon Jae-in to Vietnam in 2018 also led to an agreement on ROK’s 

transfer of the Hannara training vessel as non-refundable 

assistance to Vietnam in 2020. This large vessel is capable of 

training 152 students at one time with advanced equipment, 

including two training rooms along with classrooms, a library, 

and a gym area. It was presented to Vietnam’s National Maritime 

University, helping train 400 trainees and 60 lecturers to date. 20 

The Future of Vietnam-ROK Security Relations 

The fast-changing dynamics in the region and the current 

excellent state of bilateral cooperation may propel stronger 

security ties between Hanoi and Seoul in the coming years.  

Externally, a shifting in regional and international power 

balance, an intensifying Sino-US strategic competition, and the 

complex security threats caused by potential flashpoints in East 

Asia, including maritime disputes in the East China Sea and the 

South China Sea suggest possible adjustments, or even 

forthcoming significant changes in global and regional 

architecture. 21,22 This compels regional middle powers, including 

Vietnam and the ROK, to combine efforts to influence the making 

of a new regional order favorable to them. Confronting similar 

geopolitical challenges, Hanoi and Seoul consistently opt for 
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maintaining relations with both China and the US and seek to 

enhance their security through bilateral and multilateral 

cooperation with regional countries.  

ROK prioritizes its relations with Hanoi in its reach to 

Southeast Asia.23,24 Geographically, Vietnam lies at the heart of 

Southeast Asia and border with the South China Sea, of which 

roughly is half of ROK export traverses through.25,26 Vietnam is 

also an important member of ASEAN, with which the ROK has an 

FTA and many other cooperation mechanisms. As a single 

country, Vietnam’s political stability and its vibrant economy 

offer ROK’s companies with obvious opportunities to conduct 

business. Hanoi’s historical experience in dealing with and even 

fighting against major powers may also be an asset if the ROK has 

an interest to learn about. Hanoi is currently pro-active in 

multilateral mechanisms and upholds a regional rules-based 

order in East Asia. In due course, Hanoi could be an importer of 

Seoul’s defense products. 

Conversely, Hanoi eyes Seoul as a potential security partner 

after witnessing decades of successful economic cooperation. A 

large part of Hanoi’s arms purchase is currently from Russia.27 

The armed conflict in Ukraine and US-led tightened sanctions 

against Russia may require Vietnam to beef up the diversification 

of its arsenal and arms purchase. The ROK military strength is the 

sixth in the world with 45.7 billion USD military spending in 2020, 

accounting for 2.4 percent of global military spending.28,29 It has a 

modern defense industry and is a large military exporter, 

producing advanced weapons from Command, Control, 

Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance and 

Reconnaissance (C4ISR) system to aircrafts, ammunition, 

explosives, artillery, and patrol ships.30 Seoul has tripled its 

military export, from 1.2 billion USD in the period 2011-2015 to 

3.8 billion USD in the period 2016-2020. In 2020, ROK’s defense 

exports ranked sixth in value in the world.31 Seoul is, therefore, a 

potential arms supplier for Vietnam in the coming decades.  
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In the maritime domain, the ROK and Vietnam encounter 

similar challenges. The ROK disputes with China over maritime 

claims and the permanently submerged Socotra Rock (known as 

Ieodo by the ROK and Sunyan Jiao by China), and with Japan over 

Dokdo/Takeshima island and their entitled waters.32,33 Vietnam 

disputes with Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines and Taiwan in 

some parts of the Spratlys and with China in the Paracels and 

Spratlys and their entitled waters. As the major parts of trade in 

goods and energy traversing through the South China Sea has one 

end in Northeast Asia, the East China Sea and the South China 

Sea are geographically interconnected, an incident at one area 

would have legal, political, and security impacts to the other and 

to the broader regional security.  

Recommendations for Vietnam-ROK  

Security Cooperation 

The outstanding all-rounded bilateral relations, their needs, 

and capabilities allow Vietnam and the ROK to strengthen their 

security cooperation and play greater role in regional affairs. 

Defense industry and maritime domain are among potential areas 

for cooperation. 

With regards to defense industry, Hanoi and Seoul could 

explore the possibility for arms and defense technology transfers, 

given ROK’s capability as a large arms exporter and Vietnam’s 

needs to diversify its arsenal. Arms transfer should focus on high-

tech areas, such as cybersecurity, unmanned equipment and 

weapons, intelligence, and surveillance. 

In the maritime domain, the two countries could cooperate in 

different layers. First, as both Hanoi and Seoul highly value 

UNCLOS as the most important and comprehensive legal 

framework governing all activities in the sea, the two countries 

should join forces, at both official and academic tracks, to 

promote the rule of law, particularly the UNCLOS as the legal 
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regime to peacefully manage maritime disputes. Regular 

international conferences and exchanges between experts of the 

Diplomatic Academy of Vietnam and Diplomatic Academy of 

Korea could be a starting point for further academic cooperation 

between the two countries in maritime security. Secondly, Hanoi 

and Seoul could cooperate and strengthen technical and 

information sharing on maritime domain to improve maritime 

domain awareness capabilities. Thirdly, Vietnam and the ROK 

could further current exchange of naval and law enforcement 

agencies’ vessels and conduct regular joint training exercises both 

bilaterally and at multilateral mechanisms to improve their 

performance on the ground. Fourthly, the ROK may make greater 

contribution to assist Vietnam in enhancing stability and freedom 

of navigation in the SCS as it directly serves the interest of ROK’s 

trade and investment. Finally, Vietnam and the ROK could 

actively pool resources within multilateral mechanisms to 

promote rules based maritime order in the wider region. As the 

coordinator of ROK-ASEAN relations for the period 2021-2024 

Vietnam can consult with the ROK to advance ASEAN-ROK 

security cooperation, put forth in the 2010 Joint Declaration on 

ASEAN-ROK Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity and 

the 2021 Plan of Action to implement it in the period from 2021-

2025.34,35 One issue is to substantialize the role of ASEAN-led 

mechanisms, such as the ARF, ADMM+, ASEAN+1, and ASEAN+3 

by developing concrete and actionable plans within these 

frameworks and executing them, especially at operational level.  

Conclusion 

Vietnam-ROK security ties have great potential to expand and 

deepen as the two countries enjoy strong economic cooperation 

and socio-cultural connection. Hanoi and Seoul should focus on 

areas already identified in the bilateral joint communications, 

especially in high-tech defense industry, information sharing, and 

maritime domain awareness. A strong security cooperation 
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between Vietnam and the ROK is of their mutual interests and at 

the same time contributes to strengthen regional order, peace, and 

stability. 
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the Republic of Korea 
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As the fourth country to establish a diplomatic relationship 

with Brunei Darussalam, the Republic of Korea (ROK) has 

exercised active bilateral and international cooperation with its 

partner in both bilateral and multilateral arenas. However, with 

rising multipolarity in the region, current diplomatic relations are 

now being influenced by behavior exhibited by geopolitical actors 

such as China and groupings like the Quad. As a claimant state to 

the South China Sea, Brunei’s foreign relations with the ROK are 

heavily shaped by a significant perception of threat emanating 

from growing regional tensions that can threaten to undermine 

the Sultanate’s claim. Nevertheless, both Brunei and ROK 

continue to strive to advance their cooperation in areas that 

expand beyond a traditional security perspective to ensure 

longevity in their bilateral relations  

In light of foreseeable changes in ROK’s foreign policy, this 

paper aims to establish a strong premise for continued 

cooperation between Brunei and ROK which are rooted in 

common denominators, shared priorities and common security 

interests between the two countries. Within the context of 

maritime security, these interests materialize in terms of 

economic and infrastructure diplomacy and defense cooperation, 

in addition to non-traditional security concerns such as climate 

change. This paper will then proceed to provide several 
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recommendations and a pragmatic assessment of Brunei-ROK 

cooperation in maritime security.  

Common Ground Grows Security Partners 

Despite appearing as unlikely security partners, ROK and 

Brunei possess common denominators that provide the 

foundation for stronger security cooperation. Although both 

countries are set distances apart in two disparate regions, ROK 

and Brunei encounter common security challenges in their 

geopolitical environment and share similar priorities in foreign 

policy. These conditions demand greater cooperation between 

both countries, particularly in the realm of maritime security.  

As maritime states navigating an increasingly complex 

geopolitical environment, ROK and Brunei share similar values 

for a free, open, and rules-based order embedded in international 

law. Brunei’s Defense White Paper 2021 recognizes the 

debilitating impact of global shifts on the international order and 

thus calls for norms and behaviors in accordance with 

international law such as the UN Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS). This stance aligns with the values echoed during 

President Yoon’s bilateral meeting to deepen ties with President 

Joe Biden of the United States (US) which included upholding a 

rules-based international order.1 

ROK and Brunei are also faced with similar incentives in 

advocating for such a rules-based order. Growing economic 

relations with China have ushered the two countries into a catch-

22 situation, in which heavy economic dependence on a key 

trading partner produced strategic ambiguity and influenced --

the direction of cooperation between Brunei and ROK. In 2021, 

China accounted for 25 percent of South Korea’s total trade while 

the United States’ share was a relatively lower fifteen percent. 2 In 

2020, South Korea imported US$17.93 billion worth of these partly 

completed semi-finished chips from China, comprising 39.5 

percent of the total value of imported semiconductors for South 
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Korea. Meanwhile, Brunei’s bilateral trade with China continues 

to skyrocket as total trade in 2021 reached US$2.85 billion, 

exceeding the trade volume in the year before by 46.6 percent. 3 

To offset China’s growing economic clout, Brunei and ROK are 

both seeking to strengthen relations with other states through a 

variety of measures. For ROK, this was reflected in President 

Yoon’s announcement of the exclusive ABCD Strategy – a 

reiteration of his predecessor’s New Southern Policy but with a 

greater emphasis on establishing relations with Southeast Asian 

states through human capital and cultural exchanges, health and 

medical cooperation, and boosting the region’s digital 

infrastructure.4 Additionally, ROK proposed membership into the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (also known as the Quad) which 

would prove critical in facilitating the participation of the other 

Quad members in the region.  

Meanwhile, Brunei sought the opportunity as ASEAN Chair in 

2021 to encourage a multilateral order by advocating for the 

United Kingdom’s ascension as a Dialogue Partner to ASEAN. 5 

Additionally, Singh (2022) also noted that Brunei has also joined 

ROK as founding partners of the US-led Indo Pacific Economic 

Framework (IPEF)6 which aims to focus on areas like free and fair 

trade, resilient supply chains, clean energy, and anti-corruption.7 

In light of the shared security interests that revolve around 

concerns of undermining a rules-based order and growing 

economic clout from external countries, it remains evident that 

Brunei-ROK relations are heavily shaped by a shared significant 

threat perception. This perception is embedded in the perceived 

growing assertiveness of China and the increasingly complex 

multipolar fabric in the region facilitated by entities such as the 

Quad. As will be discussed in the next section, these incentives 

have led both Brunei and ROK to be extremely selective in the 

areas of maritime security that they seek to explore in 

strengthening bilateral cooperation one another.   
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Existing Security Cooperation 

Under Moon Jae-in’s ROK presidency from 2017 to 2022, there 

has been an increased effort by Seoul to strike a diplomatic 

balance in its foreign policy priorities vis-à-vis ASEAN by seeking 

to place the regional organization along a similar par with long-

standing partners like the United States and Japan. Additionally, 

Southeast Asia witnessed Moon as the first South Korean 

president to officially visit all ten ASEAN member states during 

his tenure as president, including Brunei in 2019.8 These bilateral 

visits set the precedence for heightened security cooperation 

levels between ROK and ASEAN member states - including 

Brunei - particularly in the areas of economic diplomacy and 

defense cooperation.  

1. Economic and Infrastructure Diplomacy 

Under the NSP, ROK formally joined the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)9 which is predicted 

to boost trade between ASEAN and the ROK. Between Brunei and 

ROK, both countries signed three memorandums of 

understanding (MoU) in 2019, namely the MoU on Investment 

Promotion Cooperation, the MoU on Intellectual Property and the 

MoU on scientific and technological cooperation. Under the NSP, 

Seoul proved its commitment to elevate Brunei as a priority 

diplomatic partner with their direct involvement in Brunei’s 

largest infrastructure projects. South Korean firm Daelim 

Industrial handled the B$ 122.7 million contract10 for Raja Isteri 

Pengiran Anak Hajah Saleha Bridge11 as well as a B$ 592.2 million 

contract12 for Sultan Haji Omar Ali Saifuddien Bridge13, which was 

also a joint venture14 with the Chinese firm China State 

Construction Engineering Corporation (CSCEC). The latter’s 

successful completion in 2019 and opening in 2020 quickly gained 

reputation as the region’s longest overseas bridge; through 

connecting lands across a water body, transport can be improved, 

thus further promoting the prospects for expanding business 
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investment opportunities between both states. Meanwhile, in the 

oil and gas sector – many of which are discovered recently 

offshore15  - trade volume between Brunei and ROK  surpassed 

B$1 billion per annum for the past decade.16 Brunei also chaired 

the 15th East Asia Summit (EAS) in September 2021 where ROK, 

along with other member states, agreed upon the needed 

emphasis for heightened synergy with other, non-overlapping 

ASEAN-led mechanisms like that of Expanded ASEAN Maritime 

Forum (EAMF), among others, in line with the 2015 EAS 

Statement on Enhancing Regional Maritime Cooperation and the 

Manila Plan of Action.  

2. Defense Cooperation  

Given the shared security interests between Brunei and ROK, 

efforts to develop the bilateral relationship in the defense sector 

remains mainly at the policy level. In this context however, the 

ROK-Brunei defense pact in 2018 inked on the side-lines of the 

Seoul Defense Dialogue did not reveal enough detail on 

collaboration and simply “affirmed the longstanding defense 

relations” between the two countries.17 

For the most part, efforts to improve defense ties occur under 

the umbrella of ASEAN-led mechanisms like the East Asian 

Summit (EAS), and the ASEAN Defense Minister Meeting Plus 

(ADMM+), among others. In 2022, at the 29 th ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF) Ministers Meeting, both Brunei and ROK addressed 

maritime challenges under the ARF and other ASEAN-led 

frameworks like the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF), 

ADMM+ and the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Transnational 

Crime (AMMTC). In contrast, however, the lack of progress on 

the ASEAN Code of Conduct despite the increasing polarity at the 

South China Sea is a concern that can hinder both Brunei-ROK 

and ASEAN-ROK relations. That being said, current interactions 

beyond the policy level are visible in the contexts of the visit of 
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South Korean naval vessels18 and multilateral joint military 

exercises19, both of which last took place in May 2016. 

Advancing Security Cooperation  

Due to Brunei’s claimant status in the South China Sea, the 

country’s maritime security objectives may appear to heavily fall 

along traditional security concerns. However, other emerging 

concerns demand a re-evaluation of Brunei’s maritime security 

interests which are increasingly aligned with the country’s 

economy, infrastructure development, and defence procurement 

decisions designed to counter non-traditional security threats 

including climate change.  

ROK’s ABCD Strategy also appears to expand its emphasis 

towards economic, humanitarian and health engagements. 

However, unlike his predecessor, President Yoon is likely to 

adopt a more assertive foreign policy approach towards fulfilling 

ROK’s “responsibility as one of the top 10 economies in the 

world”20 and to become a “global pivotal state”21. As one of ROK’s 

key foreign policy priorities, Yoon is expected to seek strategies 

that have broader repercussions upon maritime security. This 

would offer benefits to Brunei, who already perceives gains in 

strengthening cooperation in the areas of economy and public 

health. It is therefore critical to begin reviewing potential areas 

for further cooperation that can address the interests of both 

countries and advance broader maritime security. 

1. Economic and Infrastructure Diplomacy   

A significant component of Brunei-ROK relations is focused 

on the energy sector22; foreign direct investments on liquefied 

natural gas (LNG) value chain significantly contributes to the 

sultanate’s overall GDP.23 As Brunei works towards diversifying 

its economy24, South Korea is also searching for its footing in the 

journey to an accelerated energy transition.  
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Given that both nations have shared a successful track record 

in their shared economic pursuits, both nations can consider 

advancing a more secure and sustainable economic relationship 

by collaborating in areas such as alternative energy generation. 

This can be achieved through solidifying concrete efforts in joint 

research with benefits to the countries’ broader socio-economic 

environments. With the recent development of the Brunei Climate 

Change Secretariat (BCCS), the Sultanate now has the opportunity 

to heighten investments in joint research on climate change, 

grassroots initiatives, educational, training, and comprehensive 

exchanges. Simultaneously, ROK as a technological powerhouse, 

can share knowledge on alternative energy options like smart 

grid25, solar power26, and wind turbines.27  

At the multilateral level, both ASEAN and ROK can forge 

better relations in creating and co-leading working groups in 

tackling climate change. Together, both countries can ensure 

effective partnership in the minimization of wastage on power 

and natural resources through long-term joint capacity building 

to generate renewable and alternative energy extracted from the 

seas surrounding Brunei. 

That being said, Yoon’s pessimism of reaching a net-zero 

carbon emission by 203028 may undermine the country’s 

prioritization of climate change as a foreign policy priority. These 

risks prolonging ROK’s transition to clean energy sources and 

also towards advancing bilateral and multilateral cooperation in 

tackling climate change at a regional level. In this context, while 

the new presidency brings in a refreshed set of expectations, it is 

important for both Brunei and the ROK to be pragmatic about 

each other’s priorities.  

2. Defense Cooperation 

In the maritime domain, Yoon’s expected endorsement of a 

“Free and Open Indo-Pacific'' may risk undermining existing 
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territorial claims and weakening ASEAN cohesion. In line with 

Brunei’s identity as a silent claimant of the South China Sea, 

Brunei risks becoming further embroiled in a complex multipolar 

environment which risks direct exposure to the growing tensions. 

Thus, Yoon’s advancement into the Quad could also include 

proposing solutions that takes into consideration the sensitive 

position of Southeast Asian claimant states.   

Brunei and ROK can thus work towards realistically levelling 

to each other’s expectations and eagerness in two stages. First, 

both nations need to establish common expectations for defense 

cooperation. More frequent high-level dialogues are necessary for 

both countries to review, renew, and expand the goals and actions 

of the 2018 Brunei-ROK defense pact and in solidifying Yoon’s 

foreign policy priorities as he transitions into his presidency. The 

initial expectations for greater defense cooperation can be 

established through more frequent Track II engagements that can 

take place between other sectors such as think tanks, academic 

institutions, and the civil society of both countries.  

The second and more challenging step is to practically 

implement discussions at the dialogue level into actual action. For 

example, as of May 2022, Brunei Darussalam announced a net-

centric coastal surveillance system29 and a new squadron of 

drones that are expected to be employed for humanitarian and 

disaster relief, search operations, border control and law 

enforcement operations30, and surveillance and intelligence 

gathering purposes.31 With the ROK investing US$479 million in 

2021 to domestically manufacture its reconnaissance and 

surveillance drones by 203132, this developing capability can also 

be used to advance defense cooperation by supporting Brunei’s 

goal of advancing coastal surveillance systems. In addition to 

procurement support, joint surveillance exercises with ROK can 

provide Brunei with the ability to enhance its maritime domain 

awareness and deterrence capabilities. Meanwhile, ROK is able to 

further instill growing trust with Brunei as a key security partner. 
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This quid pro quo relationship is essential in maintaining regional 

stability and security, and represents a clear demonstration of 

taking into consideration the countries’ different expectations and 

capabilities. 

From Moon to Yoon:  

The Changing Future of ROK’s SEA Policy 

In sum, this paper has highlighted current areas of 

cooperation between Brunei and the ROK at the bilateral and 

multilateral arenas. From initiating working groups and 

grassroots initiatives to tackle climate change to conducting joint 

exercises with increased investment in defense procurement, both 

countries recognize the potential for Brunei -ROK relations to 

reach new heights against an increasingly complex multipolar 

maritime horizon. 

As ROK begins a new chapter with their new President Yoon 

Suk-yeol, expectations run high with his eagerness to enhance 

ROK-Southeast Asia relations. While Yoon is expected to retain 

certain aspects of his predecessor’s New Southern Policy, he 

expected to also emphasize a vision of a new future of Southeast 

Asia becoming “the future markets that will replace China”.33 

However, Yoon’s ambitious vision for Southeast Asia may also 

result in significant changes in the nature of Brunei-ROK relations 

in the midst of the US-China rivalry.  

That being said, despite the many areas of potential 

cooperation fueling optimism for the future of Brunei-ROK 

relations, it is also critical to exercise pragmatism in considering 

cooperative measures that are feasible and achievable for both 

countries. With Yoon’s current inward approach as the President 

of ROK, this brings forth the possibility that there might not  be 

any significant advancement in the current areas of external, 

bilateral cooperation. In retrospect, while there is opportunity for 

progress in areas such as climate change and defense 
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procurement capabilities, most cooperation is likely to take place 

through multilateral platforms like that of ASEAN and its 

associated working groups. This reliance on ASEAN underscores 

the importance for extra-regional partners like ROK to continue 

upholding values and norms advocated in multilateral platforms 

as a conduit to build stronger bilateral relations with regional 

countries that have strong maritime security interests, including 

Brunei. 
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CHAPTER 9 

Thailand-ROK Security Relations:  

Forging Closer Cooperation 

Kasira Cheeppensook 

 

Overview of Thailand-ROK Bilateral Security Relations 

Thailand and the ROK have enjoyed long-established 

relations. The Korean War first sealed Thailand-ROK friendly 

relations. Thailand sent troops to help fight the war in 1950, 

becoming one of the first responders to the United Nations’ 

request. The “little tigers”, as they were known, were praised for 

their courage and memorialized in Korea as manifested in a 

monument and Thai pavilion built in Pocheon. There was also 

Thai Soldier Memorial at the UN Memorial Cemetery in Busan. 1 

Thailand recognized the ROK as a country since October 1949, 

and established diplomatic relations for more than 60 years since 

October 1958. They were also united in conceptualizing 

communism as threats.2  

Due to the historical ties mentioned above, President Chun 

Doo-hwan pledged in 1980 that the ROK would also send troops 

to help in case Vietnam invaded Thailand, as a reciprocity to 

Thailand’s aid during the Korean War. Both countries had 

conducted seminars on intelligence exchange and military 

training such as personnel exchange and co-training.  

Thailand deployed approximately ten military personnel to 

UN Command stationed in Seoul. The first group consisting of 

four personnel was in charge of communications while the rest 

were Honor Guards in charge of ceremonial events concerning 

Korean War. In December 1997, Thai administration planned to 

stop sending Honor Guards following budget decrease in 

international posts approved by Thai Prime Minister as well as 
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Minister of Defense. In the end, this did not happen since the ROK 

deemed this kind of symbolic support to be crucial and Thailand 

agreed to continue stationing the guards.3 

The current challenge remained also in how both countries 

could deepen meaningful security relations from capitalizing on 

long-established bonds, to concretize the ties beyond symbolic 

functions. In this regard, both countries embarked on strategic 

partnership in 2012, which also encompassed other aspects; for 

example, economic, social and cultural. The natural step forward 

from strategic partnership was to establish a Joint Action Plan to 

follow through. The Joint Action Plan (2022-2027) was recently 

finalized, which could provide more concrete plans to achieve the 

Strategic Partnership.4 

The two countries definitely saw potentials in the 

compatibility of strategic goals namely addressing non-

traditional security threats in multi-polar system and peace and 

security maintenance in key strategic routes, especially the South 

China Sea. Being able to rely on each other both normatively and 

strategically was deemed important towards peace and stability 

in the geopolitical area crucial to both countries’ national security, 

whether on maritime or not. For example, regarding the South 

China Sea issue which involved a number of ASEAN member 

countries in the conflict, both Thailand and South Korea were 

non-claimants, neutral parties and proclaimed themselves 

adhering to and supporting the legal international principles. The 

ROK was also reassured by Thailand’s consistent attitude 

regarding nuclear weapon testing.  

The Joint Action Plan was still in very early stage which is 

needed to be followed through with viable implementation; 

therefore, cooperation related to maritime security was more 

visible in multilateral venue such as ASEM and the ARF. The main 

‘security provider’ in the picture of this budding maritime 

cooperation is undeniably the US as demonstrated in the 

longstanding Cobra Gold exercise. The core principle of naval 
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diplomacy guiding emerging bilateral security cooperation 

follows the region’s cooperative security, which is to forge 

peaceful and sustainable cooperation through institutional 

consent and not through coercion or threats.  

Apart from the strategic partnership, both countries 

maintained close ministerial level cooperation. Apart from high 

level exchanges and visits from Ministers of Defense, both 

countries have established policy consultations between Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs. Policy consultations were considered as 

mechanism to push forward the Strategic Partnership as well.  

Other bilateral venues that at first glance may not seem to be 

directly related to security issues also served as parallel forums. 

There existed bilateral consultations within multilateral arena 

such as Assembly of the Inter-Parliamentary Union. Through this 

kind of channel, ROK Parliamentary Chairperson raised military 

cooperation and defense, among other non-security related areas 

(in a traditional sense) such as restoring Korean banking services 

and financial institutions. 

Key Areas of Cooperation and Potential Further 

Collaborations 

Thailand and the ROK have conducted security cooperation in 

a number of areas with potential for further collaboration. These 

are outlined below in five key areas: 

1. Technology Transfer and Defense Industry 

Thailand and the ROK attempted to strengthen cooperation in 

national defense, illustrated in recent projects such as cooperation 

between the Korea Aerospace Industries (KAI) and Thailand to 

acquire more T-50TH lead-in fighter trainers5 to empower the 

Royal Thai Air Force. Procurement of an additional frigate was 

also discussed.6 The plan was that while the frigate was being 

constructed, Thai Royal Navy will send personnel to attend 



 

Navigating Uncharted Waters  |116 

platform system as well as combat system training in the ROK. 

While the public tended to frown upon the Navy buying from 

China, the ROK seemed to be a safer choice.7 Daewoo 

Shipbuilding & Marine Engineering Co., Ltd. (DSME) that won 

Frigate model selection from Royal Thai Navy also offered 

technology transfer to shipbuilding companies in Thailand as a 

way for capacity building.8 Thailand intended to expand defense 

cooperation even more through ROK Defense Acquisition 

Program Administration (DAPA).9  

2. Military Training 

Exchange programs, joint exercises, and consultative groups 

established across armed forces were among the collaborative 

efforts discussed between ROK Defense Minister and Thai Prime 

Minister who also occupies Defense Minister position.  Military 

personnel from the ROK also joined the long-standing Cobra Gold 

training co-sponsored by Thailand and the US since 2010. Cobra 

Gold according to the US “supports a free and open Indo-Pacific 

and ensures effective responses to regional crises”.10 In early 2022, 

the Cobra Gold exercise was somewhat scaled down and did not 

include Myanmar along with a number of previous observer 

countries, but the ROK remained among the main participants 

joining in combat exercises. In addition, there were trilatera l 

projects (Thailand-US-ROK) in humanitarian/civic assistance.11 

Other countries such as China and Australia also participated in 

humanitarian exercises.12   

3. Non-traditional Security (NTS) 

Further areas of cooperation need to include NTS. Deemed 

‘low-hanging fruit’ by some, NTS issues held tremendous 

potential in sustain security cooperation as well as trust building 

among participants. This will help maintain channel of 

communication and long-term partnership. A number of key 

areas are: 
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Cybersecurity. Recently in March 2022, the first Thailand-

ROK Cybersecurity Dialogue was conducted remotely.13 The 

focus was on threats and cooperative trends both in bilateral level 

between Thailand and the ROK and multilateral level such as 

ASEAN. ROK has initiated this framework with Thailand first in 

Southeast Asia. Cybersecurity was high on Thailand’s agenda, 

and both countries had cooperation in place since 2016 when 

Thailand’s Electronic Transactions Development Agency (ETDA)  

and Korea Internet Security Agency (KISA) collaborated in 

countering cyberthreats and exchange. This was to facilitate 

digital economy and modern management in data privacy and e-

Authentication.14 

Migration. The ROK remains popular as destination for 

migrant workers from Thailand. The worrying trend was 

increasing number of undocumented workers and illegal labor 

(known as ‘little ghosts’ or ‘phi noi’ in Thai) who faced abuse and 

got involved in illegal businesses. They were also among the 

groups that were hit the hardest during Covid-19. The legal 

channel (Employment Permit System - EPS) was deemed slow and 

costly, pushing more workers to sought illegal stay. For example, 

EPS demanded certificates from Korean language school that the 

majority of workers could not afford. EPS accommodated less 

than ten thousand workers in 2018, far less than the actual 

demands.15 Moreover, under the EPS, there were still cases of 

neglect from employers regarding healthcare. There have been 

efforts to increase quotas of Thai workers sent to work in the ROK 

as well as to speed up the process to remedy the situation.  

Health security. Since the pandemic, both sides saw 

necessities to bring closer cooperation in terms of health security 

and vaccines against covid. Thailand received AstraZeneca 

donation from the ROK directly and both countries aimed to 

tighten public health collaboration as well as post-pandemic 

recovery. Both countries saw opportunities to cooperate in covid 

vaccine production.16     
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4. Korean Peninsular Denuclearization 

Stability of the area is of mutual interest to the countries, and 

Thailand continued to support denuclearization and peace and 

stability on the Korean Peninsula. Thailand in no uncertain terms 

condemned nuclear weapons test conducted by the DPRK. It 

referred to North Korea’s “repeated violations of UNSC 

resolutions” as “encroachments of international peace and 

security.”17 Along this line, Thailand held the same stance that the 

ROK could rely upon. It also expressed concerns with other 

provocative actions. Thailand continued to support peace 

dialogues and tolerance.   

5. Middle Power’s Role in Conflict Transformation 

With special reference to the situation in the South China Sea, 

this is budding area of interest since the development of the COC 

which Thailand expressed commitment to help coordinate the 

consultations (together with other ASEAN countries). The 

principle of freedom of navigation and rule of law were shared by 

the ROK which would also benefit from the stable and peaceful 

situation. Both the ROK and Thailand remained non-claimants in 

the sense that they were not directly involved in the conflict nor 

they staked any territorial claims. Hence, both were in the 

position to exercise potential as honest brokers - keeping the 

channel of communications open as well as involving China in 

relevant maritime cooperation such as marine conservation, 

debris management, and blue economy.  

Complementarity within ASEAN Framework 

Even though the paper deals primarily with Thailand and the 

ROK’s bilateral security relations and further collaborations 

therein, it is important to contextualize the relations within 

ASEAN framework to provide potential venues of cooperation in 

regional architecture. A number of possible venues and by no 



 

 

119 | Navigating Uncharted Waters  

means exhaustive list that both countries could explore and/or 

forge closer relations are: 

1. Strengthening ASEAN Connectivity 

In a bid to tighten ties with both India and Southeast Asia 

through Moon Jae-in’s New Southern Policy, ROK has seen 

Thailand as key in enhancing connectivity in the Mekong sub-

region. The recent forum co-hosted by the ROK Embassy in 

Thailand entitled “Mekong-ROK Cooperation Seeking Synergies 

in the Mekong Sub-region” aimed in particular “to identify 

recommendations on potential synergies among Development 

Partners (DPs) and Mekong countries”18 especially regarding non-

traditional threats. 

With the change of presidency, it seems countries in ASEAN 

still retain strategic significance through ABCD strategy, which 

comprises of 1) vitalization of human capital exchange; 2) 

promotion of health and medical cooperation; 3) realization of 

two-way cultural exchange; 4) realization of digital Asia.19 

According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the ROK, “The 

ROK is helping ASEAN to implement MPAC and Initiative for 

ASEAN Integration Programs by conducting various programs 

such as the ASEAN Public Data Development Project, Technical 

Vocational Education and Training(TVET), and the K-City 

Network International Cooperation Program.”20 One of the key 

seven priority sectors supported by the Mekong-ROK cooperation 

fund is non-traditional security challenges.  

2. ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

The ARF became important venues for the ROK to spearhead 

novel security issues that are of importance to its national 

interests as well as Asia Pacific’s. For example, trust building 

regarding cybersecurity. The ARF was among the few multilateral 

venues in the region involving North Korea, although it has not 
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been very active in participation lately. Together with the 

ADMM+, the ARF holds particular significance to the ROK even 

when it used to prioritize bilateral relations to uphold national 

security; for instance, with the US. For the ROK, the Korean 

Peninsula remained of utmost importance, but it was undeniable 

that stable regional security helped contribute to peace and 

security in that particular area as well.  

3. Humanitarian Relief 

The ROK has been active with providing help regarding 

humanitarian relief in a number of areas. Several notable ones 

include:  

Disaster relief - This was high on Thailand’s agenda when it 

chaired ASEAN in 2019. One of Thailand’s chairmanship 

deliverables was Disaster Emergency Logistics System for 

ASEAN (DELSA) Satellite Warehouse in Chainat which aimed to 

help the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 

Assistance on disaster management (AHA Centre) in Indonesia to 

distribute relief more effectively.21 This bridged seamlessly with 

the ASEAN-National Civil Defense and Disaster Management 

Training Institute (NDTI) Disaster Risk Management Capacity 

Building Project In-Country Training for ASEAN Member States 

supported by the ASEAN-Korea Cooperation Fund.22 The NDTI is 

affiliated with the Ministry of Interior and Safety (MOIS) of the 

ROK.  

Mine clearance - Thailand as a party to the Convention on the 

Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of 

Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction  pledged to clear 

all mines in the country by 2023.23 ASEAN recently set up ASEAN 

Regional Mine Action Centre (ARMAC) which the ROK through 

the ASEAN-ROK Cooperation Fund invested over 2$ million for 

the 3-year long project “Enhance Victim Assistance Program in 

ASEAN Member States (AMSs)” through to 2023.24 ASEAN 

continued to engage member countries still having the situation 
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and the victim assistance program implemented could be of 

tremendous help. 

Humanitarian aid in Rakhine  - Apart from development 

assistance, Thailand together with other ASEAN member states 

as well as officials from the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for 

Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA Centre) 

formed the ASEAN-Emergency Response and Assessment Team 

(ASEAN-ERAT). ASEAN-ERAT sent its first ever mission called 

the Preliminary Needs Assessment Mission to Rakhine in 2019. 25 

In 2020 as a result of needs-based assessment, the ROK 

contributed money to ASEAN to support repatriation and 

information dissemination in Rakhine state.26 This was to expedite 

a number of ASEAN projects in Rakhine.   

4. Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) and  

Treaty on the Southeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone 

(Bangkok Treaty) 

This corresponds with the new presidency emphasis on 

denuclearization. Together with settlement plans and economic 

incentives proposed by President Yoon, should successful the 

nuclear free zone be further extended beyond Southeast Asian 

region. This is of particular interest when we view it against closer 

security ties Yoon pledged with the US as well as missile 

capability enhancement plans. During the 26th ASEAN-ROK 

Dialogue in 2022, commitment towards the ASEAN Outlook on 

the Indo-Pacific was renewed with the ROK’s willingness “to 

enhance practical cooperation in its key areas”.27 One of the key 

areas outlined in the AOIP included maritime cooperation such 

as peaceful settlement of disputes; addressing transnational 

crimes and management of marine resources28, inter alia.  
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Policy Recommendation 

In order to strengthen and deepen security cooperation 

between Thailand and ROK, the following recommendations 

might be considered: 

Prioritize the Joint Action Plan implementation  as means towards 

strengthening the strategic partnership between Thailand and the 

ROK. Apart from military training and capacity building as well 

as cooperation in procurement, this could include strengthening 

communication channels in various levels, continued regular 

engagement, and commitment towards shared principles of rule 

of law and freedom of navigation.  

Increasing people-to-people exchange including high level contacts  

as well as knowledge transfer and exchange on issues of mutual 

interests which would not be limited only to traditional security 

such as anti-terrorism, cybersecurity, disaster relief, and maritime 

conservation. This was also in line with the Joint Declaration on 

Comprehensive Cooperation Partnership between ASEAN and 

the ROK. The Plan of Action to implement the Joint Declaration 

on ASEAN-ROK Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity 

(2021-2025) should be useful as point of interest which would go 

hand in hand with the Joint Action Plan at the bilateral level.  

Considering developing early warning system and coordinating 

information which would be highly useful in disaster 

management, search and rescue, and maritime commerce.   This 

could also be done through regional commitment and focusing on 

strengthening bilateral ties such as the Regional Cooperation 

Agreement on Combating Piracy (ReCAAP) which aimed to 

combat sea piracy as well as armed robbery. Both Thailand and 

the ROK are contracting parties of ReCAAP. Other contracting 

parties came from all over Asia as well as Europe, Australia, and 

the US. One of its key organs is information sharing center which 

was Centre of Excellence for information sharing since 2018.  
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CHAPTER 10 

A Singaporean Perspective on Singapore-

ROK Security Relations  

Shawn Ho 

 

Singapore and the Republic of Korea (ROK) have enjoyed 

warm relations since their diplomatic ties were established in 

1975. These ties have been focused more on developing economic 

and socio-cultural relations between the governments and 

peoples of the two countries. On the security front, however, there 

is comparatively less of a focus in this area at the bilateral level as 

both countries do not regard the other among its top tier of 

security partners. This is due to the lack of convergence in 

security priorities of the two nations – the ROK’s main security 

focus is the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) 

whereas Singapore is primarily concerned about security issues 

in the Southeast Asian region. Therefore, security ties between the 

two nations are arguably manifested less so at the bilateral level 

but more so in the context of regional, multilateral or minilateral 

cooperation which deal with regional/global issues that are of 

mutual interest.  

This paper aims to provide an overview of the state of security 

cooperation between Singapore and the ROK in recent years 

during the Moon Jae-in administration’s term of office and to look 

ahead to the future years of cooperation under the new Yoon Suk-

yeol administration.  

This paper will also provide some policy recommendations in 

terms of the areas that both countries can further cooperate 

together so as to contribute to regional peace and stability. These 

areas include: maritime security and the fight against piracy, 

cybersecurity, and humanitarian and disaster relief (HADR) 

efforts. 
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Overview of Recent Singapore-ROK Security Ties 

during the Moon Administration 

At the bilateral level, there have been regular high-level 

exchanges during the Moon administration’s term of office and 

security issues have been frequently raised in the agenda. 

In January 2022, senior defense officials from Singapore and 

the ROK agreed to reinforce defense cooperation during a 

bilateral strategic defense dialogue in Singapore. At the meeting 

between Singapore’s Deputy Secretary (Policy) at the Ministry of 

Defense Teo Eng Dih and the ROK’s Deputy Defense Minister 

Kim Man-ki, they agreed to revise the two countries' MOU on 

defense cooperation (which was first signed in 2009 1) to expand 

areas of collaboration, including cybersecurity and counter-

terrorism. Deputy Minister Kim also delivered a speech at the 

Fullerton Forum in Singapore which served as a Sherpa meeting 

to the Shangri-la Dialogue.2 

A month before that in December 2021, ROK’s Defense 

Minister Suh Wook visited Singapore for talks with Singapore’s 

Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen. Both sides exchanged views on the 

regional security developments and discussed areas in which 

bilateral and multilateral cooperation can be strengthened, such 

as Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear and Explosives 

(CBRNE) defense, HADR, the fight against terrorism, 

cybersecurity and strategic communications.3 Minister Suh also 

reiterated the ROK’s desire to deepen defense cooperation with 

ASEAN and to seek "harmonious" defense cooperation between 

the ROK’s New Southern Policy Plus (NSP Plus) and the ASEAN 

Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP).4  

The emphasis on seeking synergy between the NSP Plus and 

the AOIP was also timely given at the backdrop of the inaugural 

session of the ASEAN-ROK Informal Defense Ministers Meeting 

which was held via video conference in November 2021. At that 

meeting, Minister Suh had unveiled Seoul's action plan for 
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defense cooperation with ASEAN, which consists of various joint 

tasks related to maritime security, cybersecurity, disaster 

responses, peacekeeping operations, counterterrorism efforts and 

other areas. The Ministers also exchanged views on multilateral 

cooperation and capacity-building to overcome non-traditional 

security threats such as in the domains of cybersecurity and CBR 

(Chemical, Biological, Radiological).5  

At the Summit level, Singapore’s Prime Minister (PM) Lee 

Hsien Loong had met with the then-ROK President Moon Jae-in 

in Seoul in November 2019. During their meeting, they welcomed 

the further enhancement of security cooperation between both 

countries through the upcoming conclusion of an information 

exchange agreement in chemical biological defense.6 PM Lee also 

witnessed the signing of a MOU to enhance cooperation and 

information sharing on cybersecurity with the then President 

Moon Jae-in. The MOU would facilitate more exchanges and 

information-sharing across the strategic, policy, and technical 

domains, including in the areas of protection of critical 

information infrastructure, promotion of the cybersecurity 

ecosystem, as well as human resource development, so as to 

strengthen the ability of both nations to address and tackle the 

transboundary challenge of cybersecurity.7 

Earlier on during the Moon administration’s term in office, in 

his introductory visit to Singapore in January 2018, the then-ROK 

Minister of National Defense Song Youngmoo called on 

Singapore’s Minister for Defense Ng Eng Hen and PM Lee. 

During their meeting, the Defense Ministers exchanged views on 

the regional security situation and proposed ways to enhance the 

bilateral defense relationship. They also reaffirmed their 

cooperation in the ADMM-Plus especially the co-chairmanship of 

Singapore and the ROK of the ADMM-Plus Experts' Working 

Group on Maritime Security (2017 to 2020).8 While in Singapore, 

Minister Song was also the keynote speaker at the Fullerton 

Forum which reflects the important convening role that the 
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Forum and the Shangri-la Dialogue plays in regional security 

matters.9  

Policy Recommendations to Enhance Singapore-ROK 

Security Relations  

There has been a change in administration in the ROK from 

the liberal Moon administration to the conservative Yoon Suk-

yeol administration following the presidential election on 9 

March 2022. The Yoon administration has stated that it wishes the 

ROK to become a “global pivotal state” that plays a bigger role in 

and makes a larger contribution to regional and international 

affairs. It is expected that there will be significant changes in the 

ROK’s foreign policy. 

Therefore, it is timely to conduct a review of the current state 

of Singapore-ROK security ties (which has been conducted in the 

preceding section) and to also identify/propose policy 

recommendations in order to strengthen this relationship in the 

coming years. The choice of cooperation topics has to be carefully 

considered in light of ongoing cooperation efforts/mechanisms 

and also sensitivities regarding the topics.  

In my opinion, given the two countries’ strengths, experiences 

and commonalities as maritime nations, there is stronger 

potential for further security cooperation between them in 

maritime security and the fight against piracy, cybersecurity, and 

humanitarian and disaster relief (HADR). These topics have 

consistently been raised in various high-level meetings between 

officials from Singapore and the ROK. 

It is a boon (and pure coincidence) that these three areas of 

cooperation are already among the seven priority areas of the 

ADMM-Plus which are: humanitarian assistance and disaster 

relief, maritime security, military medicine, counter terrorism, 

peace-keeping operations, humanitarian mine action, and cyber 

security. Both countries can therefore leverage upon existing links 
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and networks that have already been established in these spheres. 

For instance, Singapore and the ROK were co-chairs of the 

ADMM-Plus Experts' Working Group on Maritime Security. 

Therefore, officials on both sides are already familiar with one 

another. 

In addition, the areas of cooperation should also not be of a 

sensitive nature since that will make it easier for both sides to 

work together without facing significant opposition both 

domestically and internationally. Given the strong preference of 

ASEAN-led mechanisms to focus on less sensitive areas of 

cooperation, the fact that the 18 member states of the ADMM-Plus 

had managed to agree upon these seven areas of cooperation 

show that they have been deemed to not to be of a sensitive 

nature. 

The next section of this paper will examine how Singapore and 

the ROK could possibly do more together in these three areas. 

1. Maritime Security and the Fight against Piracy  

Both Singapore and the ROK are maritime nations that share 

a common emphasis on maritime trade, freedom of navigation 

and the safety of their ships in international waterways. It is in 

the common interests of Singapore and the ROK to cooperate to 

better deal with the threat posed by piracy to their ships along the 

seas from the Indian Ocean to the Straits of Malacca and then to 

the South China Sea.10  

This common stake and interest in the fight against piracy is 

reflected in the strong commitment by Singapore and the ROK to 

the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF) which has one of its main 

aims stated as the suppression of piracy.11 Singapore and the ROK 

have each commanded the Combined Task Force 151 (CTF 151) – 

one of the CMF’s three task forces that specifically focuses on 

deterring and suppressing piracy and armed robbery at sea – five 
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times. Only Turkey and Pakistan have commanded the CTF 151 

more times than Singapore and the ROK.12 

In the joint fight against piracy, Singapore and the ROK could 

better leverage upon the presence of the Information Fusion 

Centre (IFC) and the Regional Cooperation Agreement on 

Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia 

Information Sharing Centre (ReCAAP ISC) which are both based 

in Singapore. 

The IFC is a regional maritime security center that facilitates 

information-sharing and collaboration between its partners to 

resolve common maritime security concerns. To date, 168 

International Liaison Officers (ILOs) from 25 countries have been 

deployed to the IFC, and 20 ILOs from 19 countries currently 

serve alongside 12 personnel from Singapore’s Navy. The IFC has 

at present 97 linkages with other maritime agencies from 41 

countries.13 

In addition, Singapore also hosts the ReCAAP ISC which was 

the first regional government-to-government agreement to 

promote and enhance cooperation against piracy and armed 

robbery against ships in Asia. The ReCAAP ISC was launched in 

Singapore in 2006 and Singapore recently committed to hosting it 

for another five years till 31 March 2027.14 

While the waters around Singapore are patrolled by regional 

states such as Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand, there 

is certainly potential for the ROK to cooperate with Singapore to 

co-lead efforts in the fight against the transnational threats posed 

by pirates in selected hotspots from the Indian Ocean to the South 

China Sea. In order to safeguard its own maritime interests and 

assets, it is also in the interests of countries like the ROK to assign 

more resources to fight against piracy (along with its ASEAN 

member state counterparts) in the Asia-Pacific region. In 

addition, Singapore and the ROK could also cooperate to provide 

capacity-building support and training for other third-party 

regional states to fight piracy and illegal trafficking.  
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2. Cybersecurity  

The Singapore military (formally known as the Singapore 

Armed Forces or SAF) will launch a fourth service (after the 

Army, Air Force and Navy) known as the “Digital and 

Intelligence Service” (DIS) by the end of this year. The DIS will 

provide early warning and operational intelligence, as well as 

advance C4 (command, control, communications, computers) 

connectivity for the SAF to operate as a "networked" force. It will 

also be responsible for the digital defense of the SAF. 15 

In this regard, especially since Singapore and the ROK already 

have a cybersecurity MOU, Singapore could work more closely 

together with the ROK on cybersecurity issues both in the civilian 

and military sectors (especially as Singapore builds up its nascent 

DIS). Given the ROK’s wide ranging experiences in dealing with 

cybersecurity threats in both sectors and with both countries 

seeking to further digitalize (therefore indirectly opening up 

more avenues to cyber attacks), there is scope for more bilateral 

cooperation in exchanging best practices to safeguard against 

these increasingly sophisticated cyber-attacks. 

3. Humanitarian and Disaster Relief (HADR) 

Singapore and the ROK are both well equipped to deal with 

HADR issues within their respective territories. That being said, 

both countries could also cooperate to help with HADR efforts in 

third countries especially in the Southeast Asian region. Some of 

their military personnel and resources would come in very handy 

to assist other countries in the region when they are facing 

devastating natural disasters such as floods and earthquakes.  

Both countries can also leverage upon the networks and 

resources that are already available via the Changi Regional 

HADR Coordination Centre in Singapore. This center shares 

information on disasters in the region and it also helps to facilitate 

military-to-military coordination, engagement, deployment and 
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exercises. By hosting military officers from various countries, the 

center also has a network of international liaison officers. 16 

Such bilateral cooperation to assist other Southeast Asian 

countries in times of need would also help to strengthen ASEAN-

ROK ties and encourage other ASEAN dialogue partners to do 

likewise and to do more to help contribute to HADR efforts in the 

region. 

Conclusion 

This paper’s focus is on the bilateral security relationship 

between Singapore and the ROK especially as it has transited 

from the Moon to Yoon administration. An examination of 

Singapore-ROK bilateral security ties during the Moon 

administration has shown that both countries maintain warm 

relations via a series of regular high-level exchanges. While both 

countries do not regard the other among its top tier of security 

partners, there is still great potential for bilateral cooperation for 

mutual benefits and also for both countries to co-lead security 

efforts at the regional level.  

With a new Yoon administration in power in the ROK, it is 

also timely to re-examine the areas of bilateral security 

cooperation with a view to determining which areas of such 

cooperation should be prioritized in the coming years. Three 

areas have been highlighted as possessing strong potential for 

future security cooperation: maritime security and the fight 

against piracy, cybersecurity, and HADR.  

Among countries in the region, Singapore and the ROK (given 

both their resources and experiences) are well positioned to work 

more closely together in these three less sensitive areas so as to 

further contribute to regional peace and stability. If such 

cooperation between Singapore and the ROK can be extended to 

the ASEAN-ROK level and if the latter proves to be successful, it 

might also provide a useful model for similar cooperation efforts 

between ASEAN and its other dialogue partners.  
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Information Sharing Centre (Isc) for Further Five Years”, Ministry of Transport Singapore, 

March 30, 2022, https://www.mot.gov.sg/news/details/singapore-to-host-the-regional-

cooperation-agreement-on-combating-piracy-and-armed-robbery-against-ships-in-asia-

(recaap)-information-sharing-centre-(isc)-for-further-five-years 
15 The DIS is an evolution of the SAF’s C4I community combined with its Defence 

Cyber Organisation. Since its inauguration in 2012, the C4I community has been involved 

in a number of SAF operations, including the deployment of imagery analysis teams to the 

Middle East in 2015. In 2017, the Defence Cyber Organisation was formed to lead and 

coordinate MINDEF’s and SAF’s cybersecurity efforts across the defence clusters. Source: 

“Army, air force, navy and soon, digital and intelligence: SAF to launch 4th service to deal 

with new threats”, CNA, March 2, 2022, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/saf-

digital-intelligence-fourth-service-ng-eng-hen-2532456 
16 “Defence diplomacy as a tool to cope with the climate crisis”, East Asia Forum, March 31, 

2022, https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2022/03/31/defence-diplomacy-as-a-tool-to-cope-

with-the-climate-crisis/ 

 



 

 

 

Opportunities and Challenges



 

 

CHAPTER 11 

Learning for the New Southern Policy: 

Exploring the Security Dimensions of 

ASEAN-ROK Partnership 

Wondeuk Cho 

 

Introduction 

The security and strategic environment of the Indo-Pacific is 

undergoing significant changes that tend to advance global 

system-oriented changes. At the same time, over the past several 

years, countries in the Indo-Pacific have experienced the toxic 

side effects of the Covid-19 pandemics on socio-economic and 

security dimensions. The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated 

ongoing geopolitical and geo-economic fluctuations, which could 

narrow down strategic options for small and middle powers, with 

China’s increasing assertiveness and influence in the region, a 

relative decline of US leadership, and the intensifying US-China 

strategic competition. Now what is even worse, the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine has made the world even more ideologically 

polarized.1 The US, Russia, and China are constructing the 

polarized structure of the international system. There are two 

distinct features of current strategic circumstances among others. 

On the one hand, we are facing challenges on all fronts. On the 

other hand, the Indo-Pacific has increasingly seen a rising wave 

of minilateralism. 

First, a dramatic shift in the geopolitical and strategic 

environment posed unprecedented challenges on all fronts. The 

world is becoming more complicated and polarized, with 

transactional challenges ranging from US-China competition to 

climate change to supply chain disruptions to health security 
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from the pandemic to political nationalism and the decline of 

democracy. So many countries realized that very few great 

powers, such as the US and China might face difficulty addressing 

challenges on all fronts globally and even regionally. Those great 

powers may not have sufficient capacity to deal with them or not 

have a strong willingness to do so due to their dependency to 

their own national interests and domestic political dynamics to 

some extent. 

Second, multilateralism has been declining while 

minilateralism is growing in the Indo-Pacific. The changing 

balance of power dynamics at the regional and global levels 

undermines the effective functioning of the larger multilateral 

institutions. Once a strong supporter for multilateralism, the US 

has been prioritizing minilateral alignments with its like-minded 

allies and partners rather than multilateral platforms to deal with 

global challenges and China’s rise, for instance, through QUAD, 

AUKUS, and even IPEF. In contrast, the ASEAN centrality is 

losing ground and the recent geopolitical shift tends to 

marginalize the role of ASEAN-led multilateral platforms such as 

the East Asia Summit and ASEAN Regional Forum, to address 

regional challenges and issues. In that sense, it is said that ASEAN 

is increasingly looking for alternative or third-parties options 

amid US-China strategic rivalry. According to ISEAS 2022 Survey 

Report, ASEAN member countries tend to share a common 

approach to seeking out third parties to broaden their strategic 

space and options to some extent. On average, ASEAN opinion 

leaders prefer to find an alternative to superpowers for 

broadening their strategic options with 12.9% in 2021, increasing 

to 16.2% in 2022. In cases of specific ASEAN member states, 

countries like Indonesia (18.3% in 2022 from 8.5% in 2021), 

Singapore (18.0% in 2022 from 14.6% in 2021), Thailand (17.1% in 

2022 from 13.7% in 2022), Vietnam (21.5% in 2022 from 8.0% in 

2021) tend to put more weight on expanding their diversification 
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to the third parties beyond the US and China than other ASEAN 

member countries.2 

How about South Korea? South Korea is also under the 

strategic environment to navigate the great power rivalry. China 

is Korea’s major trading partner and de facto neighboring country. 

In contrast, the US is its most important security ally. Even if the 

new ROK government attempts to recover and rejuvenate the US-

ROK alliance, it can hardly completely disregard China's 

relations. In that sense, ASEAN and South Korea are on the same 

page to explore ways to navigate the great power competition and 

at the same time the two sides have a strong incentive to cooperate 

and collaborate with each other to deliver regional public goods 

for the stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region, in 

particular, Southeast Asia region. In this context, the stable and 

prosperous regional order requires comprehensive security 

cooperation between ASEAN and South Korea in non-traditional 

and traditional security, especially maritime security and 

maritime domain awareness capacity building in Southeast Asia.  

Against this backdrop, I will review the security dimension of 

Korea’s New Southern Policy (NSP) to draw some lessons to 

improve the ASEAN-ROK security partnership. 

Limitations and Achievements of Security Cooperation 

under the New Southern Policy 

1. NSP and Its Achievements 

Former President Moon Jae-in unveiled his flagship foreign 

policy initiative, the so-called the New Southern Policy in 2017. 

Korea intended to diversify its economic and diplomatic 

alignments through the NSP, upgrading its relations with ASEAN 

and India to the level of its relations with four major powers 

surrounding the Korean peninsula. Seoul has sought to diversify 

its external economic relations, reorient its approaches towards 
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Southeast Asia and beyond, and promote active regional 

cooperation. The NSP focuses on three policy pillars to implement 

Seoul’s foreign policy towards ASEAN: the people pillar like 

people-to-people exchanges and social-cultural cooperation, the 

prosperity pillar such as economy and investment cooperation, and 

the peace pillar such as diplomatic and security cooperation. 

Seoul’s NSP implementation resulted in somewhat of a success in 

terms of stepping up its relations with ASEAN. Since the 

implementation of the NSP, ROK’s initiative has been 

enthusiastically received by ASEAN member states and the 

general performances and outcomes of the NSP for the last five 

years have been positive overall. The NSP has played a major role 

in developing relations between Korea and ASEAN in economic 

and people-to-people exchanges. At the same time, there were 

some important achievements in the peace pillar of ROK-ASEAN 

cooperation. 

First of all, Seoul strengthened its political and diplomatic 

relations with ASEAN and ASEAN member countries. Regarding 

the summit and high-level exchanges, former president Moon Jae-

in completed his promise to visit all 10 ASEAN member countries 

within his term of office. More importantly, Korea successfully 

held the 3rd ASEAN-ROK Commemorative Summit on November 

26, 2019 in Busan. The Moon administration also launched the 

ROK-Mekong summit in 2019 and upgraded Korea’s relations 

with the Mekong Subregion to the strategic partnership in 2020. 

In addition, ASEAN has continuously supported the Korean 

peninsula peace process and expressed its willingness to 

strengthening cooperation for peace and prosperity on the Korean 

peninsula. In that regard, Singapore and Vietnam hosted the 1st 

and 2nd US-DPRK historic summits in 2018 and 2019, respectively. 

Second, Korea tried to improve its security and defense 

cooperation with the ASEAN and ASEAN member countries. 

Seoul has actively participated in the ASEAN-led multilateral 
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security forums, such as East Asia Summit (EAS), ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) and ADMM-Plus (ASEAN Defense 

Ministers’ Meeting-Plus). The Moon administration tried to 

expand the bilateral security cooperation to some extent, 

launching ASEAN-ROK Informal Defense Minister’s meeting in 

November 2021. This must pave the way to further focusing on 

Korea’s traditional security cooperation with ASEAN by creating 

an opportunity to figure out “a new action plan for advancing the 

defense aspect of its ties with ASEAN as a grouping over the next 

few years.”3 

In addition, Korea intends to promote defense cooperation 

with ASEAN member states by signing MOUs for defense 

cooperation at the bilateral level and expanding defense industry 

cooperation. Korea also expands its participation in joint military 

exercises involving Southeast Asian countries to combat pirates 

and respond to maritime terrorism. Above all, retired naval ships 

were transferred to contribute in strengthening the maritime 

security capacity of Southeast Asian countries. Korea provided 

second-handed naval ships and coast guard vessels: transferring 

20 naval patrol killers, one logistics ship and one frigate to the 

Philippines, two frigates to Vietnam, and coast guard vessels to 

Cambodia. Seoul has exported 6 Chang Bogo-class submarines to 

Indonesia while transferring a 3,650-ton Daegu-class frigate to 

Thailand. Over the past few years, South Korea has become the 

6th largest arms supplier to Southeast Asia.4  

ROK Ministry of National Defense established an internet-

based Naval International Logistics Information Support System 

(NILISS) and has been operating the system since 2020 to support 

the efficient operation of transferred Korean naval vessels and 

strengthen defense cooperation. So far, a total of seven ASEAN 

countries, including Vietnam, Cambodia, and the Philippines, 

have participated as members. Regarding joint maritime exercises 

with ASEAN member countries, South Korea has joined the 
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RIMPAC exercises which include Indonesia, Singapore, the 

Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, and Brunei. It has also 

attended the Thailand-led Cobra Gold, inviting Singapore, 

Indonesia, and Malaysia. South Korea has participated in a 

triennial Asia-Pacific submarine rescue exercise in November 

2019 in which the US, Japan, Australia, Singapore, and Malaysia 

with 12 countries as an observer in Western Australia. In addition, 

South Korea co-organized the ADMM-Plus Maritime Security 

FTX with Singapore in April 30, 2019, as “part of the two 

countries’ co-chairmanship of the ADMM-Plus Experts’ Working 

Group on Maritime Security from 2017 to 2020.”5 

Third, South Korea’s NSP has some achievements in the sense 

that it has tried to contribute to improving non-traditional 

security in Southeast Asia, such as environmental disasters, 

climate change, sustainable development of marine resources and 

marine environmental protection. At the same time, South Korea 

focuses on some important security issues in the maritime 

Southeast Asian region, including maritime security and safety 

cooperation. According to ‘The State of Southeast Asia 2022: 

Survey Report’ by ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, the three biggest 

challenges facing Southeast Asia are “the Covid-19 pandemic’s 

threat to health,” “unemployment and economic recession,” and 

“climate change and more intense and frequent weather events.” 

In addition, according to a CSIS 2020 Survey of strategic elites in 

major Southeast Asian countries, the most challenging issues in 

Southeast Asia are climate change, natural disasters, human 

security needs, terrorism, and territorial disputes. It shows that 

non-traditional security challenges are more critical to ASEAN 

than traditional security problems.6 The above-mentioned survey 

reports show that the NSP-Plus’ direction towards prioritizing 

non-traditional security challenges in Southeast Asia seems to put 

South Korea on the right path to the security cooperation that the 

ASEAN wants. 
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2. NSP’s Limitations 

Despite some achievements in the field of peace policy pillar, 

a lasting criticism of the NSP is its relatively underdeveloped, 

under-specified and under-resourced security dimension 

compared with other two dimensions. The NSP received 

criticisms for focusing too much on economic issues while lacking 

policy initiative on strategic and security issues. Experts criticize 

South Korea's negligible contributions to regional strategic and 

security issues. So, ASEAN does not currently see South Korea as 

a preferred and trusted strategic partner partly because of its 

strategic ambiguity in addressing security issues central to 

ASEAN’s concerns, including the South China Sea issues. Even it 

is said that NSP’s security dimension has focused much on non-

traditional security issues. 7 Seoul has been unsuccessful to realize 

“strategic” partnerships with ASEAN with little sharing of the 

long-term perspective on regional order.8 “If ASEAN were to seek 

out third parties to hedge against the uncertainties of the US-

China strategic rivalry, who is your most preferred and trusted 

strategic partner for ASEAN?: ROK-3.5% (2021), 6.8%(2022). The 

rate increased with 6.8% in 2022 compared with 3.5% in 2021, but 

still much lower than Australia, the EU, Japan and UK.9 Even 

according to a South Korean expert, the NSP lacks “any strategic 

and security elements in its operational programs” while leaving 

“sensitive security and defense issues” aside due to Seoul’s 

aversion to be caught in a risky vortex of US-China strategic 

rivalry. 10 In addition, an ASEAN expert criticized that South 

Korea pays more attention to defense industry cooperation, 

mainly with commercial opportunities instead of strategic 

imperatives.11  

Lessons from the New Southern Policy 

There are four lessons from the NSP in order to further step-

up Korea-ASEAN security cooperation. 
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First, the Moon government implemented the NSP with little 

serious strategic consideration at the beginning of its policy 

towards ASEAN, in reaction to China’s economic retaliation 

against the THAAD deployment to a large extent. For South Korea 

to strengthen its partnership with ASEAN, it should develop 

dialogue channels to share its strategic vision and consult on 

regional security issues with ASEAN, such as the Asian security 

dialogue-the Shangri-La Dialogue. In this regard, it should be 

noted that South Korea and ASEAN launched ASEAN-ROK 

Defense Ministerial Meeting, which needs to be developed in a 

more substantive and comprehensive way. In particular, the two 

sides can establish several working-level dialogue platforms 

regarding some security issues based on the issue-based 

minilateral working groupings with ASEAN member states. In 

addition, Korea needs to shift away from its approach of strategic 

ambiguity on sensitive but crucial regional issues related with the 

rules-based order, such as South China Sea issues. In this context, 

it is expected that Seoul’s new government would be more 

actively engaged in security issues in the region, even when 

dealing with sensitive security agendas. Park Jin, the new ROK 

foreign minister, recently said during his confirmation hearing 

that Korea should take a more active role and stressed that Korea 

would work with the US to defend the rules-based order in the 

Indo-Pacific, making an active contribution to freedom of 

navigation and overflight in the South China Sea. ASEAN 

countries would want nothing more than for Korea to make a 

clear and active position on the South China Sea issues during the 

ASEAN-ROK summit meeting in November this year. 

Second, some ASEAN experts emphasize that South Korea’s 

defense industry cooperation has been mainly commercial-based 

rather than in a broader strategic context, even if it has been one 

of the major arms suppliers to Southeast Asia, especially 

Thailand, the Philippines, and Indonesia. The criticism mainly 
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results from Korea’s lack of strategic considerations as it has 

implemented defense industry cooperation with ASEAN member 

countries. So, Korea’s defense industry cooperation will be 

implemented in a direction to strategically improve regional 

security and ASEAN members’ defense capacity building. For 

instance, Seoul can consider 

Third, non-traditional security initiatives that the NSP-Plus 

attempted to implement are still relevant to enhance regional 

peace, stability, and prosperity because many AMS perceive non-

traditional security issues as some of the most challenges they are 

now facing. What is more necessary is that South Korea needs to 

bring more specified and substantial cooperation targeting 

specific ASEAN member states. For instance, South Korea should 

expand the scope of cooperation with Vietnam as its key strategic 

partner in the Southeast Asia region not only to economic and 

people-to-people exchanges, but also through the security and 

defense. Both Korea and Vietnam can work together to promote 

responsible stakeholders in tackling various traditional and non-

traditional security challenges in the Indo-Pacific. In addition, 

South Korea has strengthened cooperation with Indonesia at 

various dimensions, sharing ideas and interests on international 

issues in multilateral platforms such as G-20 and MIKTA, and 

expanding security partnerships in the fields of defense industry 

cooperation through joint arms production. In the future, South 

Korea and Indonesia should pursue sustainable middle-power 

partnerships by strengthening major defense partnerships and 

strategic cooperation to address regional problems in the Indo-

Pacific. In that sense, the two countries need to come up with 

long-term ways to strengthen their special strategic partnership 

as they celebrate the 50 th anniversary of diplomatic relations in 

2023.  

Fourth, South Korea can significantly contribute to Southeast 

Asian security with regard to traditional security dimensions, 



 

Navigating Uncharted Waters   | 148 

particularly maritime security and domain awareness. For 

instance, South Korea can also explore exchange programs for 

improving maritime capacity building of Southeast Asia through 

its Coast Guard and Navy. In addition, Korea may play a crucial 

role in improving the non-traditional maritime security in the 

maritime Southeast Asia, producing regional public goods such 

as measures to maintain rules-based order and helping Southeast 

Asian countries counter illegal fishing, etc., in the region 

Last but not least, ROK and ASEAN need to find ways to 

enhance mutual trust given that the relatively low level of trust  

in South Korea as an important strategic partner among ASEAN 

member states. To this end, South Korea should make efforts to 

establish a multi-layered dialogue channel through which it can 

share strategic visions and interests with ASEAN to navigate the 

US-China competition and geopolitical transformation in the 

Indo-Pacific. At the same time, the current Yoon Suk-yeol 

government should continue to pursue and step-up policies to 

strengthen ROK-ASEAN strategic and security cooperation.  

Conclusion 

Despite some successful aspects of the NSP, Seoul faced 

criticism for being relatively negligent in its engagement and 

cooperation in ASEAN’s regional security issues. Now, the new 

Korean government would abandon Korea’s past cautious and 

ambiguous stance on regional issues and take a more confident 

approach to Indo-Pacific regional security architecture. So, Seoul 

will take on a more active role in the Indo-Pacific region, which 

will strengthen its security cooperation with Southeast Asian 

countries. 

There are some challenges for South Korea to strengthen its 

security cooperation with Southeast Asian countries. Southeast 

Asian countries may still cast doubt on whether the Yoon 

government can “keep the focuses on Southeast Asia for its own 
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sake” while implementing its foreign policy initiatives to deal 

with security issues such as its alliance relationship with the US, 

China’s growing assertiveness and North Korean nuclear 

proliferation and military provocations.12 At the same time, 

Southeast Asia might look at whether the new government will 

“play a more active role in addressing security issues, such as 

freedom of navigation in the South China Sea and other issues 

that China may react sensitively to.” 13  

Finally, Korea and ASEAN need to strengthen cooperation in 

the Indo-Pacific while at the same time taking into account a 

fundamental difference in the threat perceptions. In other words, 

North Korea and its nuclearization are perceived as the top 

priority to South Korea. On the other hand, ASEAN and its  

member states are primarily concerned about non-traditional 

security threats and maritime security threats in the South China 

Sea. For this reason, it is desirable to gradually and incrementally 

expand the security cooperation from soft security to hard 

security issues such as those where threat perceptions of the two 

converge to promote security cooperation between ROK and 

ASEAN. 
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Era of Indo-Pacific 
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Speaking at the Shangri-La Dialogue (SLD) 2019, Jeong 

Kyeong-Doo, then-defense minister of President Moon Jae-in 

administration of the Republic of Korea (ROK), pledged to 

“strengthen national defense cooperation with nations in the 

Asia-Pacific region and actively work to establish common and 

cooperative peace in East Asia”.1 Three years later at the SLD2022, 

his successor Lee Jong-sup of the conservative Yoon Suk-yeol 

administration struck a very different note, affirming that the 

ROK will “strengthen capabilities to better implement the US 

extended deterrence and will dramatically enhance response 

capabilities of the Republic of Korea military to deter North 

Korea’s nuclear and missile threats.”2 Whereas Jeong faithfully 

viewed the region as ‘Asia-Pacific’ and did not mention the term 

‘Indo-Pacific’, Lee referred to ‘Indo-Pacific’ 19 times in his speech. 

‘Cooperative peace’ has given way to ‘deterrence and response’, 

and ‘Indo-Pacific’ replaced ‘Asia-Pacific’ as the paradigm through 

which the ROK will approach international relations in the 

region, at least for the next five years.  

The change of government has heralded qualitative 

adjustments to the ROK’s foreign policy, including its 

repositioning in the US-China strategic competition. As Seoul is 

taking concrete steps to be closely aligned with the US on the 

Indo-Pacific, would this signify any change to the ROK’s 

approach to Southeast Asia? Would its relations with ASEAN and 

Southeast Asian states continue the progressive trajectory with 

the high-water mark set out by President Moon’s signature New 
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Southern Policy (NSP)? How to move forward ROK-Southeast 

Asia relations, bilaterally and multilaterally through ASEAN-led 

mechanisms, at this moment of change and flux? This article 

attempts to address these questions. It starts with an overview of 

the regional security landscape in the era of great power 

competition. It then examines how the Yoon administration’s 

foreign policy shift from the NSP to the Global Pivotal State (GPS) 

agenda may affect the ROK’s relations with Southeast Asia, and 

ponders challenges and opportunities for the relations going 

forward. 

From Cooperative Asia-Pacific to Contested  

Indo-Pacific 

In the immediate decades after the Cold War between the 

1990s and mid-2010s, the ‘relative strategic calm’3 in great power 

relations, especially between the US and China, led to the 

proliferation of cooperative economic and security institutions in 

the broader Asian region known as “Asia-Pacific”. While the 

balance of power never subsided, it fell under the radar whereas 

cooperative security and economic integration took the centre 

stage. This rather benign geopolitical landscape heralded an era 

of unprecedented globalization and economic interdependence 

with the ROK and Southeast Asian countries becoming the key 

nodes in the regional trade and industrial supply chains. This 

period of ‘strategic calm’ also enabled the ROK to project its 

‘middle power agency’ and created a conducive environment for 

ASEAN to become the hub of Asia’s multilateral diplomacy 

through multiple ASEAN-led mechanisms. The ‘Asia-Pacific age’ 

was characterized by broad-based multilateralism, optimism 

about ASEAN’s convening power, and the hope that economic 

integration and socialization with international norms and 

institutions would eventually turn China into a “responsible 

stakeholder” in a US-led liberal order.  
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These expectations did not come to pass. Strategic competition 

has replaced the policy of engagement as the new paradigm of 

US-China relations, and is becoming a key-defining feature of the 

Indo-Pacific era. While the US-China rivalry dominates regional 

politics, China’s re-emergence as a great power, its revanchist 

nationalism and its increasingly assertive – and at times coercive 

– foreign policy have also invoked pushback from other major 

powers. The contested character of the region’s geopolitics is the 

manifest in the contestation over the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ itself. The 

Indo-Pacific construct has been actively embraced by the US and 

its like-minded partners and allies – Japan, India, Australia, New 

Zealand, Canada, the EU and European countries, and most 

recently the ROK. Conversely, China and Russia – the US’ 

strategic competitors and systemic rivals – have rejected this 

construct with equal vigor. From ‘Asia-Pacific’ to ‘Indo-Pacific’, 

has the region’s geography changed? Not really. To paraphrase 

scholar Arif Dirlik’s perceptive comment about the ‘Pacific’ in the 

early 1990s, there is no Indo-Pacific region as an ontological 

reality, “but only a competing set of ideational constructs that 

project upon a certain location on the globe the imperatives of 

interest, power or vision of these historically produced 

relationships”.4  

The contestations over the interest, power, and vision among 

these major powers in the Indo-Pacific are impacting the region’s 

security in profound ways.  

First, they have aggravated the security dilemma in the region, 

unleashed arms race including in nuclear capabilities, and fueled 

further tensions to the existing flashpoints in the Taiwan Strait, 

the South China Sea, and the East China Sea. This means a greater 

focus on and investment in deterrence capabilities and hard 

power balancing among the major powers. Although balance of 

power is “a perennial element” of the human history, it has its 

ebbs and flows with time. It is currently at the most salient point 

in the regional system since the end of the Cold War.  
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As the policy of engagement is deemed to have failed to 

change China’s behavior, the importance of hard balancing in the 

strategic calculus of the US and its Indo-Pacific partners has been 

elevated to respond to the China challenge. This has gathered 

further momentum after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine which came 

on the heels of the 4 February 2022 joint statement of a “friendship 

with no limits” and “cooperation with no forbidden areas” 

between Beijing and Moscow. The key message from the US – and 

its allies and partners – at the SLD2022 was that the deterrence of 

war and the assurance of peace can only be achieved from a 

position of strength. They have committed to substantially 

increase their defense budgets and to strengthen minilateral 

coalitions such as the Australia-United Kingdom-United States 

trilateral pact (AUKUS), the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

(Quad) and other security arrangements so as to increase their 

interoperability and coordination on strategic issues. What US 

Defence Secretary Lloyd Austin emphasized at the SLD2022 was 

not solely American military strength but “integrated deterrence” 

and “the strategic power of partnership” with its allies and 

partners.5  

As for China, despite its claim of being a different great power 

whose rise is peaceful with no hegemonic or imperialist 

ambitions, Beijing is also embarking on the well-trodden path of 

expanding its military projection and setting up overseas bases 

and military access in foreign places such as Djibouti in the Indian 

Ocean and most recently the Solomon Islands and reportedly 

Cambodia’s Ream Naval Base. The People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) is pushing forward its modernization drive to become “an 

elite force that is capable of fighting and winning wars”.6 In 2021, 

China was reported to successfully launch an “around-the-world” 

hypersonic missile test, and in June 2022, it launched the third 

aircraft carrier, making another step closer towards narrowing the 

strategic edge that the US is maintaining in the Pacific.  
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Second, strategic contestations in the Indo-Pacific have led to 

the securitization of non-traditional domains, including trade, 

investment, finance, energy, food, health, cyber-space and supply 

chains. This whole-spectrum competition means that all the 

connectors that link peoples and economies together in a 

globalized, interdependent world are increasingly seen as 

vulnerabilities that adversaries/competitors can exploit for a 

strategic edge or coercive purpose. As a matter of fact, the Covid-

19 pandemic failed to rally Washington and Beijing together as 

was the case in previous health crises; instead, it widened the 

strategic gasps between the two countries as they competed 

vigorously in vaccine diplomacy, waged information warfare on 

the origins of the Covid-19 virus, and raised the urgency to de-

couple the pharmaceutical chains. 

An emergent trend to be watched from this whole-spectrum 

competition is ‘decoupling’ between the US and China in critical 

industries and emerging technologies. The ROK and Southeast 

Asian countries would be deeply affected by this trend because 

they are very open economies with extensive links to both 

America and China. There are certainly opportunities to be 

gained from the diversification of supply chains to avoid over-

exposure to any single country. However, there are also attendant 

risks from supply chain disruptions due to export controls and 

secondary sanctions, among others.  

Third, as US-China mutual distrust continues to entrench and 

both sides ramp up their rhetoric against each other, the sense of 

the inevitability upon other states to make a binary choice 

between the US and China has increased. According to the 2022 

State of Southeast Asia (SSEA) survey by ISEAS-Yusof Ishak 

Institute, when asked about ASEAN’s best response to the US-

China competition, 10.1% of the respondents think thought 

“ASEAN has to choose between one of the two major powers as 

remaining neutral is impractical”, up from 3.1% in the 2021 

survey.7 It is not going be a grand sweeping decision to side with 
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either the US or China but an accumulation of choices to be made 

over a range of specific issues,8 for instance, who is the preferred 

partner for the development of 5G network or high-speed 

railway, or in the procurement of military equipment or Covid-19 

vaccines.  

So far, most Southeast Asian states have steadfastly 

maintained their strategic ambivalence and omni-enmeshment 

strategy, continuing to welcome and engage both the US and 

China and other major and middle powers through the ASEAN-

led architecture. Southeast Asian countries have projected their 

own ASEAN Outlook for the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) to advocate 

cooperative security in an inclusive regional order.9 Neither 

Washington nor Beijing has entirely won the discourse 

competition to win the trust and confidence of Southeast Asians. 

Each country comes with itsown advantages and baggage. The US 

engagement is much welcomed and solicited as an offshore 

balancer, a technological powerhouse, and still the worlds’ 

biggest economy and top soft power. Yet, Washington’s sporadic 

unilateralism and isolationist lurches have been perturbing to 

many. US presence in the region is essentially not a geographical 

fact but “the consequence of a geopolitical calculation”, hence the 

twin dilemma of entrapment and abandonment confronting 

regional states as the political winds in Washington keep 

blowing.10 As for China, its growing economic clout, pragmatism 

in dealing with political systems of all stripes, and adherence to 

non-interference have enabled Beijing to win significant influence 

over many ruling regimes and business communities in Southeast 

Asia. However, geographic proximity and power asymmetry with 

China also structurally induce fear and mistrust among its smaller 

neighbors. The annual SSEA survey – which tracks the trust and 

distrust ratings of major powers in the region since 2019 – 

consistently shows that China is simultaneously the most 

influential and the most distrusted power in Southeast Asia. 11  
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From New Southern Policy to Global Pivotal State:  

Challenges and Opportunities for ROK-Southeast Asia 

Relations 

During the last five years, the Moon Jae-in government 

studiously adopted “strategic ambiguity” to avoid putting the 

ROK in the minefield of US-China rivalry. His foreign policy 

initiative NSP sought to stay above the fray of great power 

politics and focused instead on elevating Southeast Asia and 

ASEAN to a higher priority in the ROK’s external relations. The 

initiative was arguably not guided by a strategic thrust but was 

mainly driven by economic and commercial interests. The ROK’s 

economic and diplomatic engagements with ASEAN and 

Southeast Asian countries in the last five years have been robust 

but Seoul persistently stayed low-key and kept its voice mute on 

the region’s pressing strategic-security challenges such as the 

South China Sea disputes and the Indo-Pacific construct.12 This 

approach has been criticized by the Yoon government for not 

being commensurate with the country’s status as one of  the 

world’s leading powers in democracy, economy and technology.13 

It is also pointed out that the focus on economic and socio-cultural 

cooperation “does not automatically translate into strategic 

confidence upon which political-security cooperation between 

ASEAN and South Korea can be built”.14 

There have been clear signs about the Yoon administration’s 

departure from ‘strategic ambiguity’ towards ‘strategic clarity’ – 

by reinstating the importance of the alliance with the US as the 

foundation of the ROK’s foreign policy,15 returning to a hardline 

position on North Korea, adopting a more cautious and less 

accommodating approach towards China, and pivoting towards 

the Indo-Pacific. As far as Southeast Asia is concerned, the Yoon 

administration is expected to continue to invest in the region with 

the ABCD priorities – Advancing human capital, Building health 

security, Connecting cultures, and Digitalizing Asian 
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infrastructure.16 These priorities are very much a continuation of 

the NSP in the Prosperity and People pillars. That being said, the 

change of government in Seoul and its foreign policy adjustments 

vis-à-vis the US, China and the Indo-Pacific will likely introduce 

new dynamism and complexity to its relations with Southeast 

Asia and ASEAN. The region should keep an open mind about 

emerging opportunities while watching out for some attendant 

risks in these new developments. 

Beyond the Korean Peninsula to a Global Pivotal State 

President Yoon sought to rectify the narrow focus on peace-

making with North Korea as the central axis of the Moon 

administration’s foreign policy. In his Foreign Affairs article in 

March 2022, Yoon said: “A foreign policy tailored mostly to 

improving relations with North Korea has allowed Seoul’s role in 

the global community to shrink”. From his perspective, “[d]ealing 

with North Korea is an important task for any South Korean 

government. But it should not represent the whole of Seoul’s 

diplomacy.”17 This is a welcome shift since it stands to broaden 

the ROK’s strategic horizons beyond the Korean Peninsula, and 

hopefully enable Seoul to expend more bandwidth and resources 

to address regional and global common challenges.  

During the Moon administration, securing ASEAN’s support 

for his agenda of rapprochement with North Korea was central to 

the NSP’s Peace pillar. Some analysts viewed this narrow focus 

on the Korean Peninsula as posing an obstacle to security 

cooperation because Seoul’s hierarchy of security priorities 

differs from its NSP partners, and as placing undue and 

unrealistic expectations on ASEAN’s leverage over North Korea.18 

For example, Moon made a unilateral decision to invite North 

Korean leader Kim Jong-un to attend the ASEAN-ROK special 

summit in 2019 in Busan, without prior consultation with and 

consent of ASEAN states, which potentially obscured the event’s 

primary agenda to celebrate the 30 th anniversary of ASEAN-ROK 
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dialogue relations. Despite ASEAN’s positive energy and assets, 

including its peace-oriented values and its bridging role for a 

reclusive North Korea to connect with the international 

community through the ASEAN Regional Forum, ASEAN 

remains a marginal player in the Korean Peninsula, where 

deterrence and balance of power feature overwhelming – if not 

decisive – in the strategic calculus of all parties concerned. In this 

regard, the Yoon administration’s realpolitik assessment of the 

situation in the Korean Peninsula and a deterrence-based 

approach towards North Korea would allow for the ROK’s 

engagement with Southeast Asia to “shine by its own light rather 

than be filtered through the lens of Northeast Asian geopolitics”.19 

President Yoon’s ambition to project the ROK as a ‘global 

pivotal state’ – at least from his rhetoric thus far with Western 

allies and partners – is tinted with a values-based approach. For 

instance, according to the ROK’s National Security Adviser Kim 

Sung-han, Yoon’s participation at the NATO summit in July 2022 

– the first ever for a South Korean president – was intended to, 

among others, strengthen the “value alliance” based on liberal 

democracy with NATO members and partners.20 At Yoon’s 

summit with US President Joe Biden in May 2022, both leaders 

reaffirmed “their commitments to a global comprehensive 

strategic alliance firmly rooted in the shared values of promoting 

democracy and the rules-based international order, fighting 

corruption, and advancing human rights”, and welcomed the 

ROK “taking a leadership role in the Summit for Democracy  

process”.21 

While it is fitting to highlight the importance of democracy 

and human rights in concord with the US and other like-minded 

partners, especially given that President Yoon is reportedly a firm 

believer in and advocate for democratic values,22 it would be ill-

advised to adopt the same approach towards Southeast Asia. The 

‘democracy versus autocracy’ discourse is certainly not a pleasant 

music to the ears of Southeast Asian ruling elites, and is not an 
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effective way to rally their support for either the unfolding US-

China strategic competition or for international condemnation of 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. For one thing, democratic 

backsliding and authoritarian consolidation have been a trend in 

Southeast Asian politics in the past decade. As such, it is a delicate 

act for any liberal democracy to reconcile its innate urge to uphold 

liberal ideals with its geopolitical and economic imperatives to 

engage Southeast Asia. Yet, even the US under the Biden 

administration is arguably putting pragmatism and geopolit ics 

above ideology in its Southeast Asia policy.23 The ROK’s approach 

to Southeast Asia has traditionally been driven by pragmatism 

rather values, and despite all the rhetoric, it is expected that the 

Yoon administration will continue rather than deviate from this 

tradition.  

South Korea’s Pivot to the Indo-Pacific 

The pivot to the Indo-Pacific under President Yoon is perhaps 

the most substantive departure from the previous administration. 

At the SLD2022, minister Lee announced that “Korea will 

formulate its own Indo-Pacific strategy framework” which is seen 

as a pathway for Seoul to “go beyond its diplomacy that was 

focused on Korean Peninsula and Northeast Asian affairs to play 

its necessary role as a ‘global pivotal state’”.24 The formulation of 

the strategy framework would take some time, but general 

contours are taking shape.  

First, there will be no more Korean reticence towards the 

Quad. Yoon made it clear that his country “will positively review 

joining” the four-way grouping, if invited. Short of membership, 

Yoon has pledged to increase the ROK’s participation in the Quad 

working groups.25 The Yoon government’s forward-looking 

approach towards the Quad – as well as sub-Quad or Quad-plus 

arrangements – is driven by its strategic repositioning in the US-

China rivalry. His government not only reinstates the alliance 

with the US as the foundation of South Korea’s foreign policy but 
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also commits greater contribution and collaboration with the US 

on regional and international issues. Yoon viewed the alliance as 

involving “complex networks of cooperation on a diverse set of 

issues, including privacy, supply chains and public health”. 26 His 

foreign minister Park Jin outlined it in three aspects – military 

security alliance, economic and technological alliance, and 

promotion of rules-based order in regional and global affairs.27 

This would entail greater synergy and connectivity between the 

GPS agenda and the US Indo-Pacific strategy for what is now 

termed as a “global comprehensive strategic alliance”. In fact, all 

the priority areas of the US-ROK alliance as highlighted in the 

joint statement of Biden-Yoon summit in May 2022 are aligned 

with the Quad’s focus on critical and emerging technologies, 

resilient global supply chains, climate and energy, cyber and 

space, Covid-19 response and global health security.  

Second, South Korea’s pivot towards the Indo-Pacific and its 

prioritization of the alliance with the US are taking place 

alongside Seoul’s shift towards a more cautious and less 

accommodating approach towards China. As a presidential 

candidate, Yoon criticized the Moon government for “overly 

accommodating gestures meant to placate China”, wanted to 

“retool its complex relationship with Beijing”, and demanded that 

China “should accept, rather than oppose, South Korea’s 

cooperative system with its allies”.28 This posturing is unsettling 

for Beijing, which views the US-ROK strengthened alliance as 

increasing strategic containment and encirclement against 

China.29 

Against this backdrop, there is a risk of greater divergence 

between South Korea and most Southeast Asian countries in their 

strategic outlooks. While the Yoon administration is taking 

concrete steps to display its ‘strategic clarity’ through a deeper 

and more comprehensive alliance with the US, Southeast Asian 

countries remain steadfast in maintaining their strategic 

ambiguity in the US-China contest. South Korea’s willingness to 
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join the Quad and strengthen cooperation with all the Quad 

partners through different institutional pathways also inherently 

heightens the risk of diminishing relevance of ASEAN-led 

multilateral platforms amid the proliferation of many minilateral 

groupings that are exclusive and major power-centric.30  

That being said, the picture going forward does not need to be 

bleak. ROK-Southeast Asia relations are driven by their shared 

interests in securing regional peace and prosperity, high degrees 

of economic complementarity and cultural affinity, and the 

pragmatism by both sides to focus on economic development and 

people-to-people exchanges. These fundamentals have not 

changed. Rather, they have been strengthened over time and will 

be even more so in the coming decades.  

Besides, despite all the posturing by the Yoon administration 

thus far, a number of factors put South Korea distinctively apart 

from the US and other American allies/partners in terms of the 

strategic outlook and threat perception vis-à-vis China. Unlike 

Japan and India, South Korea does not have active territorial 

disputes and does not harbor deep-rooted historical animosity 

towards China. China’s growing influence in East Asia, South 

Asia and Pacific Islands sets alarm bells for Washington, Tokyo, 

New Delhi and Canberra, whereas South Korea does not register 

such acute geopolitical anxieties. While being a vibrant 

democracy itself, South Korea’s foreign policy tradition has 

always been pragmatic rather than values-based, and has little 

qualms about the statist nature of China’s political system. 

Mainintaining the relevance of these factors should not be 

underestimated, regardless of who is in power in Seoul. There are 

also structural constraints that would impact the Yoon 

government’s GPS agenda, especially  the escalation of threat from 

North Korea and the pushback from China – South Korea’s largest 

trading partner. It remains to be seen whether Yoon’s shift 

towards further strategic alignment with the US in the Indo-

Pacific will be toned down or doubled down in the coming years. 



 

163 | Navigating Uncharted Waters  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Going forward, it is important that both the ROK and 

Southeast Asia be forward-looking and open-minded in exploring 

new opportunities of mutual benefit while continuing to 

strengthen existing areas of cooperation.  

First of all, economic cooperation remains the most important 

driver of the ROK’s relations with Southeast Asia. Deepening 

trade and investment links would help both sides diversify their 

markets and increase their economic resilience against 

geopolitical shocks, coercive trade sanctions or supply chain 

disruptions. The Yoon administration is talking about building 

“supply chain alliances”, driven by South Korea’s own need to 

secure supply chain resilience and also in strategic alignment 

with the US and other Indo-Pacific partners. It is expected that 

this diversification drive will boost the shifting of high value-

added manufacturing investments into Southeast Asia. Many 

Korean multinational corporations have started to increase and 

expand their regional investments in emerging technologies, 

including electrical vehicle batteries, R&D and innovation 

centers, automotive, smartphone and electronics manufacturing, 

LNG power plant, AI system and Internet of Things technology, 

smart factory and autonomous cars.31 Korean investments in 

digital infrastructure and semiconductors in the region, however, 

remain underwhelming. Despite being the most trusted provider 

of 5G infrastructure among Southeast Asians according to the 

2020 SSEA survey, Samsung accounts for only 15% of the region’s 

5G market, compared to Huawei (40%) and Ericsson (20%). 32 

Given its economic and technological capabilities, South 

Korea could contribute meaningfully to the Quad’s ongoing 

efforts to provide regional public goods for Southeast Asia in such 

areas as Covid-19 vaccines, climate change, energy security, 

critical technologies and quality infrastructure. Such 

contributions would potentially amplify the positive agenda of 

the Quad which would enable the grouping to present itself as a 
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force for good rather than simply a geopolitical ploy. By doing so, 

their competition with China would definitely become a more 

effective, responsible and healthy one than being a purely 

military circle. There are multiple avenues for South Korea to 

connect the dots, for example: Implementing its 2021 

Memorandum of Understanding with Australia33 on digital, cyber 

and critical technology cooperation in Southeast Asia; linking the 

Quad Vaccine Partnership with the US-ROK Global Vaccine 

Partnership; and working with Quad members – at the bilateral 

and trilateral levels and through the Indo-Pacific Partnership for 

Maritime Domain Awareness – to support capacity building and 

maritime domain awareness for Southeast Asian navies and 

coastguards.34  

Interviews with South Korean foreign policy observers 

suggest that the country’s approach to Southeast Asia will have 

some adjustments befitting the new administration’s GPS agenda, 

particularly a greater emphasis on defense-security cooperation.35 

This would be welcomed in the region. To its credit, the Moon 

administration actively pushed for Korean defense exports to 

Southeast Asia, and the major clients were actually South China 

Sea claimant states – Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and 

Vietnam.36 However, this push for defense industry cooperation 

appeared to be driven more by commercial interests than by a 

strategic vision with the Moon administration studiously 

maintaining its silence on the South China Sea disputes. With 

President Yoon calling for “clarity and boldness” and expressing 

his “commitment to principles”, it is expected that South Korea 

would take a more robust and principled position on regional and 

international security challenges, including over the South China 

Sea disputes.  

Last but not least, while pursuing substantive cooperation 

with Southeast Asian countries, it is important that South Korea 

continue its longstanding and active multilateral engagement 

through the ASEAN-ROK dialogue relations and other ASEAN-
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led mechanisms such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), 

ASEAN Plus Three (APT), East Asia Summit (EAS), ASEAN 

Defense Ministers Meeting-Plus (ADMM-Plus), and the recently 

established ASEAN-ROK defense ministers meeting. In this 

regard, the Yoon government should build upon, rather than 

undermine, the political will, institutional structures and 

resources assigned for enhancing ROK-ASEAN relations under 

the NSP. Keeping engaged with ASEAN-led mechanisms – which 

are based on inclusiveness, dialogue, consultation and practical 

cooperation – helps to inject a sense of balance and diversity of 

perspectives to the ongoing debate on how to position oneself 

between the US and China which tends to be polarizing and zero-

sum. It may also go to show that working with ASEAN and 

leveraging other institutional pathways does not need to be 

mutually exclusive. In fact, as the regional order is currently in 

flux, all countries are on an exploratory journey to finding a new 

equilibrium in their own strategic positioning as well as in the 

still evolving regional order.  

  



 

Navigating Uncharted Waters   | 166 

Endnote 

 

1 Remarks by Jeong Kyong-Doo, Minister of National Defense, Republic of Korea, at the 

18th Shangri-La Dialogue, June 1, 2019, https://www.iiss.org/-/media/files/shangri-la-

dialogue/2019/speeches/plenary-2---minister-of-national-defense-rok-as-delivered.pdf.  
2 Remarks by Lee Jong-Sup, Minister of National Defense, Republic of Korea, at the 19th 

Shangri-La Dialogue, June 12, 2019, https://www.iiss.org/-/media/files/shangri-la-

dialogue/2022/transcripts/p6/as-delivered/lee-jongsup-minister-of-national-defense-

republic-of-korea-as-delivered.pdf.  
3 Sebastian Strangio, “What Does the New AUKUS Alliance Mean for Southeast Asia?”, 

The Diplomat, September 17 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/09/what-does-the-new-

aukus-alliance-mean-for-southeast-asia/.  
4 Arif Dirlik , “The Asia-Pacific Idea: Reality and Representation in the Invention of a 

Regional Structure”, Journal of World History 3, no. 1(1992): pp. 55–79. JSTOR, 

www.jstor.org/stable/20078512, accessed April 7, 2021.  
5 Hoang Thi Ha, “Shangri-La Dialogue 2022: The Paradox of Peace and Power”, Fulcrum, 

June 13, 2022, https://fulcrum.sg/shangri-la-dialogue-2022-the-paradox-of-peace-and-

power/.  
6 “Xi signs mobilization order for military training”, Xinhuanet, January 4, 2022, 

http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/view/2022-01/04/content_10120563.htm.  
7 S. Seah, et al., The State of Southeast Asia: 2022 (Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 

2022), https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/The-State-of-SEA-

2022_FA_Digital_FINAL.pdf.  
8 Drew Thompson, “Intensifying U.S.-China Competition Creates New Challenges for 

Southeast Asia”, global-is-asian, May 29, 2020, 

https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/gia/article/intensifying-u.s.-china-competition-creates-new-

challenges-for-southeast-asia. 
9 “The ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific”, June 2019, 

https://asean.org/storage/2019/06/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-

Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf.  
10 Bilahari Kausikan, “Lecture III: ASEAN & US-China Competition in Southeast Asia,” 

IPS-Nathan Lectures, March 30, 2016, https://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/docs/default-

source/ips/mr-bilahari-kausikan-s-

speech7d7b0a7b46bc6210a3aaff0100138661.pdf?sfvrsn=cec7680a_0.  
11 Hoang Thi Ha, “Southeast Asians’ Declining Trust in China”, ISEAS Perspective No. 

2021/15, February 18, 2021, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/articles-commentaries/iseas-

perspective/iseas-perspective-2021-15-southeast-asians-declining-trust-in-china-by-

hoang-thi-ha/.  
12 For more critique of the New Southern Policy’s underwhelming performance on 

political-security cooperation with ASEAN/Southeast Asia, see Jaehyon Lee, “New 

Emphasis Needed: South Korea’s New Southern Policy and ASEAN”, ISEAS Perspective 

No. 2020/110, October 5, 2020, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-

content/uploads/2020/09/ISEAS_Perspective_2020_110.pdf; Hoang Thi Ha and Glenn Ong, 

“Assessing the ROK’s New Southern Policy towards ASEAN,” ISEAS Perspective No. 

2020/7, January 30, 2020, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-

content/uploads/pdfs/ISEAS_Perspective_2020_7.pdf; Choe Wongi, ““New Southern 

Policy”: Korea’s Newfound Ambition in Search of Strategic Autonomy”, Asie.Visions, No. 

118, Ifri, January 2021, 

 



 

167 | Navigating Uncharted Waters  

 

https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/choe_new_southern_policy_korea_202

1.pdf.  
13 Yoon Suk-yeol, “South Korea Needs to Step Up: The Country’s Next President on His 

Foreign Policy Vision”, Foreign Affairs, February 8, 2022, 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/south-korea/2022-02-08/south-korea-needs-step.  
14 Lee, “New Emphasis Needed: South Korea’s New Southern Policy and ASEAN.”  
15 United States-Republic of Korea Leaders’ Joint Statement, May 22, 2022, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/21/united-states-

republic-of-korea-leaders-joint-statement/.  
16 “South Korea’s Role in the Indo-Pacific: Opportunities and challenges under the Yoon 

Administration”, The Brookings Institution event, May 18, 2022, 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2022/05/fp_20220518_rok_indopacific_transcript.pdf.  
17 Yoon, “South Korea Needs to Step Up: The Country’s Next President on His Foreign 

Policy Vision.” 
18 See Kathryn Botto, South Korea Beyond Northeast Asia: How Seoul Is Deepening Ties 

With India and ASEAN, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 19 2021, 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/10/19/south-korea-beyond-northeast-asia-how-

seoul-is-deepening-ties-with-india-and-asean-pub-85572; Hoang Thi Ha and Glenn Ong, 

“Assessing the ROK’s New Southern Policy towards ASEAN.”  
19 Hoang Thi Ha and Glenn Ong, “Assessing the ROK’s New Southern Policy towards 

ASEAN.” 
20 Lee Haye-ah, “S. Korea to establish mission to NATO in Brussels”, Yonhap News 

Agency, June 22, 2022, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220622007451315.  
21 United States-Republic of Korea Leaders’ Joint Statement.  
22 See Young Ho Kim, Scott Snyder, Jeong-yeop Woo, “The Future of South Korean Foreign 

Policy Under the Yoon Administration”, GMF’s Asia Program event, May 23, 2022, 

https://www.gmfus.org/event/future-south-korean-foreign-policy-under-yoon-

administration; Opening Speech by Foreign Minister Park Jin at CSIS Roundtable, CSIS, 

June 14, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/opening-speech-foreign-minister-park-jin-

csis-roundtable.  
23 Hoang Thi Ha, “Biden’s Foreign Policy to Southeast Asia: More Pragmatism than 

Ideology”, Fulcrum, August 17, 2021, https://fulcrum.sg/bidens-foreign-policy-to-

southeast-asia-more-pragmatism-than-ideology/.  
24 Remarks by Lee Jong-Sup, Minister of National Defense, Republic of Korea, at the 19th 

Shangri-La Dialogue. 
25 “Yoon says will 'positively review joining' Quad if invited: report”, Yonhap News 

Agency, April 9, 2022, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220426001000315.  
26 Yoon, “South Korea Needs to Step Up: The Country’s Next President on His Foreign 

Policy Vision.” 
27 Opening Speech by Foreign Minister Park Jin at CSIS Roundtable.  
28 Yoon, “South Korea Needs to Step Up: The Country’s Next President on His Foreign 

Policy Vision.” 
29 “Yoon's China policy 'founded on S. Korea-U.S. alliance': Chinese scholar”, Yonhap 

News Agency, June 24, 2022, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220624005700325.  
30 Hoang Thi Ha, “Understanding the Institutional Challenge of Indo-Pacific Minilaterals 

to ASEAN”, Contemporary Southeast Asia 44, no. 1 (APR 2022): pp. 1-30.  

 



 

Navigating Uncharted Waters   | 168 

 

31 ASEAN Secretariat and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 

“ASEAN Investment Report 2020–2021 Investing in Industry 4.0”, ASEAN Secretariat, 

September 2021, https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/AIR-2020-2021.pdf.  
32 Melinda Martinus, “The Intricacies of 5G Development in Southeast Asia”, ISEAS 

Perspective, No. 2020/130, 13 November 2020, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-

content/uploads/2020/11/ISEAS_Perspective_2020_130.pdf.  
33 “Australia and the Republic of Korea sign new MoU on a Digital Cooperation Initiative 

in Southeast Asia”, website of the Australian Government, 

https://www.internationalcybertech.gov.au/node/155.  
34 Kristi Govella, Garima Mohan, and Bonnie Glaser, “Expanding Engagement among 

South Korea and the Quad Countries in the Indo-Pacific”, GMF Policy Paper, June 2022, 

https://www.gmfus.org/sites/default/files/2022-

06/Expanding%20Engagement%20among%20South%20Korea%20and%20the%20Quad%

20Countries%20in%20the%20Indo-Pacific.pdf.  
35 Author’s discussion with Korean scholars, June 2022.  
36 Felix K. Chang, Foreign Policy Research Institute,  Southeast Asian Naval Modernization 

and Hedging Strategies, The Asan Forum, 29 December 2021, 

https://theasanforum.org/southeast-asian-naval-modernization-and-hedging-strategies/.  



 

 

CHAPTER 13 

Becoming Middle Power:  

Challenges and Opportunities of ASEAN 

ROK Security Cooperation  

Waffaa Kharisma and Andrew W. Mantong 

 

This volume begins with a policy puzzle on why there is only 

a limited security role of ROK while Seoul increases its regional 

standing to ASEAN and, thus, limited areas of security 

cooperation between ASEAN and ROK despite the elevation of 

ASEAN’s position in Korean’s foreign policy. Several authors in 

this volume have taken different angles in exploring the historical 

background of both ASEAN’s and its individual ASEAN 

countries’ relations with ROK, as well as existing ties and 

potential areas of security cooperation. However, it now seems 

clear that the answer to the puzzle lies in the fact that 

convergences between security priorities between ROK and 

ASEAN remain limited. Despite facing similar structural 

constraints where both sides have welcomed growing economic 

ties with China but always assumed extensive security roles of the 

U.S. in the wider region, ROK’s geopolitical outlook has always 

been dominated by the imminent threat of North Korea’s hostility 

and inter-Korean relations in the Peninsula.  

However, different priorities do not mean a lack of similarities 

and a common outlook. Korea’s geopolitical outlook has arguably 

limited Seoul’s ambition of power projection into security realms, 

but it somewhat fits well with the ASEAN outlook, which tends 

to filter geopolitical issues through the lens of economic 

development. Combined with the absence of Korea’s colonial 

image, it has created confidence on the ASEAN side who has 

always been cautious about power projection into their territories. 

Furthermore, ASEAN countries generally do not seek to 
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antagonize China and tend to choose to enmesh China into 

regional mechanisms centered on the ASEAN process to make 

their relations with Beijing more predictable and sustained.  

Different priorities reflect the structural framework to which 

ASEAN-ROK security relations must be contextualized. It 

explains why NSP reverberated with the ASEAN Outlook on 

Indo-Pacific and also suggested that President Yoon’s choice of 

engaging ASEAN may be contextualized, or even shaped by path 

dependence laid out by his predecessor. Looking into a range of 

analyses and suggestions made by authors in this volume, ROK’s 

role for ASEAN represents a big potential to cover the gap at 

times left behind in between the guise of the bigger great power 

competition narrative: public good provision for the small-and-middle 

powers. For the ROK, ASEAN countries represent partners in 

navigating the dilemmas of great power competition.1 

From Prioritizing Economic Interests to Security 

Provision 

Some authors have discussed and used the middle power 

concept to describe and analyze the ROK security role in different 

ways. Some refer to its potential role in conflict transformation, 

pushing forward regional cooperation and institutions, or 

promoting maritime domain awareness. Critical to the realization 

of these expectations for Koreans is how to translate its economic 

standing into modalities of becoming a security actor in the 

region. Some authors specifically mention the necessity of 

changing Korea’s geopolitical outlook since various capabilities, 

from economic incentives to maritime capabilities, already in 

hands. It requires ROK not only to acknowledge ASEAN’s 

strategic position in its foreign policy – which has already been 

done by the NSP in pretty much a socio-economic lens – but also 

to illuminate regional dynamics pertaining to Korea’s security 

interest in the region.  
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The current administration in Korea has pushed for a greater 

role in strategic issues by asserting the importance of ROK’s 

alliance with the U.S. However, ASEAN may be more interested 

in seeing more autonomy, hence the agency and role of Korea in 

engaging the region. However, beyond the widely shared focus 

on economic development that has driven ASEAN-ROK relations 

so far, in the age of the Indo-Pacific marked by the coming 

proliferation of military competition, the notion of relevance and 

practicality may increasingly be associated with security 

cooperation. Going forward, it would likely be more difficult for 

countries in the Indo-Pacific to isolate their foreign policy to 

merely stick into “pure economic interactions.” In fact, geopolitics 

has returned to trespass, disturb, or even make use of the 

economic sector. An idea of security as a public good could be 

seen as a frame to which ROK and ASEAN can mutually evade. 

ROK’s power projection potential, though, lies less inside the 

grand balance of power and conventional security competition 

but more so in its ability to provide for regional public goods. 2 

ROK’s soft power continues to gain respect not only because of 

the massive success of its pop culture exports and corporate 

giants but also because of its ability to respond to a crisis, like the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and the way it has helped other countries 

to do the same.3 ROK’s big investment in the research and 

development sector (4.5 percent of its total GDP) has allowed it to 

produce high-tech assets, such as digital infrastructure, that it can 

then export to others.4  

Korea also increasingly becomes an important regional 

investor in the Indo-Pacific and looks firmly established as being 

among the models of development for countries in Asia. It is a 

world-leading powerhouse in information and communication 

technologies, flexing one of the world’s best  digital 

infrastructures with at least 530 registered cybersecurity firms. 5 

ROK’s Navy and Coast Guard have been recognized for their 

patrolling and surveillance capacity, posing modern assets and 
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operational frameworks.6 In security terms, these capacities 

respectively add up to ROK’s potential role in the health, 

economic, cyber, and maritime security sectors. 

While it made sense to compete for major powers, trends of 

deterrence and counter-deterrence would cause the middle and 

smaller powers to suffer from having to keep up with the gap in 

the advancement of military capacities around them.7 For smaller 

powers, increased assets could only mean a bigger potential for 

miscalculation and escalation, leading to regional instability, not 

to mention disturbance to the supply chain and connectivity at 

sea.8 Compared with other major powers, Korea appears to be one 

of the security actors in the region that both understands this 

dilemma for the smaller power and has the ability to expand 

security cooperation with others. 

For the developing countries in Southeast Asia, these issues 

have less to do with the US-China great power competition but 

more about the demand for state infrastructure and institutions 

to conduct good governance, thereby contributing to the overall 

national and regional capacity and resilience to address them. At 

the moment, these less strategic issues are also less covered by 

collective action mechanisms that have existed in the region. 

Some scholars noted that regional multilateral and minilateral 

groupings have been failing to put enough emphasis on 

cooperating on issues like Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster 

Relief when there is no clear intersectionality with the top 

members’ geopolitical interests.9 Therefore, without a sustained 

security cooperation framework with the right actors, these issues 

will continue to be sidelined compared to the other issues more 

related to the US-China competition narrative. This is where a 

country like Korea can come in to fill in the void. 

Security issues, thus, cannot simply be attributed to the lack 

of deterrence capacity and security umbrella from the West. They 

are also related to the lack of defense to the regional order in the 

form of the lack of a strong regional security architecture, 
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arrangements, and institutions that could accommodate 

discontents or even provide dispute resolution mechanisms 

between regional actors. Amidst great power competition, some 

scholars have argued for a collective middle power bargain to 

support and fill in the role and share the burden of providing 

“order” as public goods.10 

Identifying Challenges and Opportunities 

Economists define public goods as goods made available to the 

public despite how much every member’ shares in the provision. 

While the provisioning burden is carried collectively, everyone 

will enjoy the same benefit even when their share is less 

significant compared to others. Security is defined as public 

goods in this sense since both economically advantaged and 

disadvantaged segments of society enjoy the same degree of 

safety, predictability, and survivability. Authors in this volume 

have made various suggestions on areas of cooperation for which 

Korea can actualize its role as a security actor in the region, 

namely defense equipment and industry, maritime security, cyber 

security, and human security. These areas show different 

potential on how ROK can move beyond its economic interest and 

to the provision of the public goods. Choosing policy closer to the 

provision of public good requires Korea to stretch more of its 

resource, readjust its geopolitical outlook and embark more on 

intellectual innovation. 
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Figure 6. Conceptualizing ASEAN-ROK Areas of Security 

Cooperation 
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cyber security promising multiple strategic interest   

 

human security steady multiple 
public good 

provision   

      

 

Cooperation in defense equipment and industry has already 

existed with high intensity. It involves a bilateral partnership 

between ROK and ASEAN maritime countries. However, this area 

is also perceived as driven mainly by the economy, especially 

commercial interest of ROK. While such ties provide the basis for 

mutual understanding and opportunities to further develop 

security cooperation, as some authors have argued, it lacks 

strategic consideration. ASEAN countries have been struggling to 

ensure the sufficiency of their defense equipment, and ROK 

supply consideration was mainly driven by this demand and less 

by ROK’s strategic objective in the region. Naval competition, 

coast guard capacity development, 4 th Generation of Warfare as 

well as surveillance capacity might be the area where ROK can 
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pursue strategic convergence with ASEAN Countries, especially 

in the area where the incentive of economic prices can be merged 

with the potential for transfer of technology. 

Maritime and cyber security, therefore, can e levate Seoul’s 

calculation from economic-heavy to strategic calculus. These two 

areas are among the center points of U.S.-China competition in 

the region, but where ROK is better positioned to have more 

engagement in the region. The key to develop cooperation in this 

area is to find the balance between finding Korea’s strategic 

interest, understanding the need of ASEAN countries, and 

reverberating a sense of autonomy. Bilateral measures here must 

be combined by investing in a regional platform based on the 

ASEAN mechanism. ROK, thus, might have an interest in 

providing support for further institutionalization of ASEAN-led 

mechanisms, such as ADMM+., EAMF, or other relevant 

mechanisms.  

Challenges here are also faced by ASEAN to find which 

mechanism works best to serve this need. There is no single 

ASEAN body or sectoral body that specifically deal with these 

two issues, as they are scattered among different bodies and 

agency. As some authors have argued, efforts might be started by 

promoting regional forums and dialogue from Track II to find and 

identify the best channels of promoting cooperation in these 

areas. Examples and details of need and existing cooperation, 

including MoU and agreement, in these two areas, have 

illustrated that there is a range of policy issues that can be 

addressed in the dialogue. For maritime security, they include 

promotion of maritime domain awareness, coast guard 

diplomacy, institutionalization of exchange and joint training, as 

well as continuous effort to uphold rule-based order centered on 

UNCLOS in the region. For cyber security issues, they include 

promoting and developing regional cyber norms and best 

practices, joint research and development, digitalization of law 



 

Navigating Uncharted Waters   | 176 

enforcement agency, and transparent methods of applying cyber 

technology in health security.   

The area of human security consists of various policy issues, 

humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, health security, food 

security, environmental protection, and addressing the threat of 

climate change. These are the areas which, despite their growth 

of politicization, even securitization, as shown by the recent 

Covid-19 pandemic, continuously demand solutions for collective 

action problems since the transnational nature of disasters, 

diseases, or extreme climate conditions cannot be dealt with by a 

single country alone. ROK has already possessed some good track 

records working on these issues since Seoul’s policies have 

touched on different issues such as vaccine diplomacy, efforts 

against landmines spread in Indo-China, and even its recent focus 

on green-oriented development. Continuous efforts are needed 

while ROK and ASEAN can continue to promote a cooperative 

and inclusive outlook on Indo-Pacific in these issues. Such 

promotion can be done by improving regional mechanism, 

especially investing in the way ASEAN work with a different 

mechanism and with multiple international actors.  

Remaining Problems and Way Forward 

Analyzing the challenges and opportunities of ASEAN-ROK 

cooperation through an explanatory typology, as mentioned 

above, has put aside several issues of one-sided concern. For 

ROK, there is always an issue of the Korean Peninsula, while for 

ASEAN, issues like Myanmar Post-2021 Coup have increasingly 

constituted baggage for the Association to fulfill a greater role at 

a wider regional level. These are particular issues where both 

sides need to think in terms of public good, beyond short-term or 

individual countries’ interests, for at least one simple reason: 

dealing every day with the same problem might make a policy do 

little but muddling through difficult circumstances. Creating 
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regular dialogue and keeping opened marketplace of ideas are 

most likely critical in dealing with ever-changing situations.  

The typology above has suggested several implications for 

policy recommendations. First and foremost, changing the 

outlook and calculation is both normative and discursive efforts. 

Ideas and innovation are continuously needed to develop what 

has already been strong in security ties between ASEAN and ROK 

into something that is relevant through time. Ties between 

government agencies must be complemented by ties between 

scholars and experts.  

Second, ASEAN is a regional association working through a 

series of meetings and dialogues. A more active ROK requires 

some good commands in navigating through the institutional 

process of ASEAN. To effectively work with ASEAN, both sides 

must understand how different issues are tackled differently in 

various ASEAN mechanisms. This is particularly important in 

cyber and maritime security issues where different ASEAN 

sectoral bodies deal with these issues differently and mostly 

separately. For maritime security, for example, ROK may be 

willing to choose to work with the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on 

Transnational Crimes (AMMTC) if the issues are on piracy or 

illegal practices at sea or with ADMM if it involves naval 

cooperation. The multidimensional character of both maritime 

and cybersecurity requires transcending boundaries between 

agencies and ROK, and once ROK decides that maritime and 

cyber security constitute strategic interests, setting up objectives, 

developing a plan, and envisaging resource mobilization might 

be tricky.  

Third, investing in the multilateral and regional process will 

accentuate ROK’ image as a security actor in the region. As 

several authors have mentioned in this volume ROK can utilize 

its non-provocative image to play a greater role in becoming a 

bridge between the developing and developed worlds. This all 

means that ROK must invest in creating a forum both at the 
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strategic and operational levels. ROK may consider establishing a 

regular ASEAN-ROK Maritime Security and Safety forum that 

will discuss maritime domain awareness, implementation of 

UNCLOS, managing risks of ship and sailing practices, and 

promoting sustainable maritime transportation practices. These 

are the areas where ROK and ASEAN can work together in 

promoting new norms that are applicable to a wider region. There 

are also variations among ASEAN countries on the digitalization 

of economy and governance as well as on how to regulate new 

trends in the economy, such as cryptocurrency. Meanwhile, in the 

digitalized economy, countries can also coordinate on how to 

ensure a balance between the security and privacy of citizens in 

the networked cyber realm. Gathering Asian countries’ practices 

might be instrumental to stepping up the effort to the global level. 

Today’s discussion on economic security may also touch on some 

trade and finance issues as the world pays more attention to the 

security and sustainability of the supply chain. Geostrategic 

agenda such as Belt and Road Initiatives from China or the US-

backed Indo-Pacific Economic Framework provides opportunities 

for ROK to play a leading role in realizing expected regional 

function as a bridge or honest broker.  

Building multiple channels involving beyond Track I 

measures, investing in the regional process as well as leading 

initiatives in bridging the developing and developed world will 

eventually translate ROK’s middle power into a security agency. 

In doing so, ROK and ASEAN prove that middle powers work 

best within collective settings, and it goes beyond the structural 

sense: becoming in the middle not only between great and lesser 

powers but also in the middle of most strategic agenda and 

interests in the era of Indo-Pacific.  
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