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ABSTRACT 

JAPAN’S ENGAGEMENTS IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE REGION, by Capt. Xuan Tuan Chu, 83 pages. 
 
The South China Sea--known as the East Sea in Vietnam--plays a geo-strategically 
important role to international trade that is critical to food and energy security in the 
Southeast Asia. Thus, maintaining and securing its freedom, security and safety of 
navigation are mandatory to not only regional countries, but also actors outside the region 
who enjoy its benefits. However, the region has been witnessing complicated and 
unpredictable developments for the past several years since China officially declared its 
sovereignty over most of the South China Sea. A number of powers outside the region 
such as the U.S., India and Australia have been advancing their engagements in the 
region to contain China’s expansion.  
 
Japan sees the South China Sea as being in its national interest and is gradually reshaping 
its strategy towards this region. Tokyo has been promoting its presence in the South 
China Sea in recent years through diplomatic, economic and military means. Japan’s 
enhanced engagements play an important role in maintaining peace and security in the 
region and have their own effects on regional security. This research paper will focus on 
analyzing and clarifying Japan’s efforts towards further involvement in the South China 
Sea, and its impacts on region. At the same time, the author will make recommendations 
for Japan to maintain its increased engagements in the South China Sea and prevent 
possible negative impacts on the region. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

The South China Sea (SCS) is a marginal sea in the Pacific that consists of an area 

of about 3,500,000 square kilometers (1,400,000 square miles) from the Karimata and 

Malacca Straits to the Strait of Taiwan. The SCS plays a strategically important role to 

international trade because one-third of global shipping worth over $3 trillion passes 

through it each year. The SCS is also the home of a vast amount of seafood as well as oil 

and natural gas that are very critical to food and energy security in Southeast Asia. 

According to the Ministry of Geological Resources and Mining of the People’s Republic of 

China, there are about 17.7 billion tons of crude oil in the SCS, comparable to the 13 billion 

tons in the oil rich country of Kuwait.1 Meanwhile, the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration (EIA) estimated that the discovered and undiscovered oil reserves are 

approximately 11 billion barrels and the natural gas resources are between 190 trillion and 

500 trillion cubic feet. Most of these resources locate in the contested waters of the SCS.2 

There are currently complicated and unpredictable developments occurring in the 

SCS among regional countries, namely Brunei, the People's Republic of China, Republic 

of China (Taiwan), Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam. Recently, Indonesia accused 

                                                 
1 Richard Caroll, “Beijing Needs the South China Sea to Stay on Top,” The 

National Interests, August 2016, accessed November 25, 2018, https://nationalinterest. 
org/feature/beijing-needs-the-south-china-sea-stay-top-17223. 

2 U.S. Energy Information Administration, “South China Sea,” February 2013, 
accessed November, 2018, https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/analysis_includes/ 
regions_of_interest/South_China_Sea/. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brunei
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taiwan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taiwan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnam
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Beijing of including Indonesian-ruled Natuna Islands within the nine-dash line.3  The 

disputed areas are mainly located around the Spratly Islands and the Paracel Islands. 

Claimants declared their territory over one part or most of the SCS because they want to 

have rights to fishing waters, explore crude oil and natural gas, and control the strategic sea 

lane in the region. It is noted that China claimed the nine-dash line area that covers most of 

the SCS area and overlaps the exclusive economic zones of other claimants.  

 
 

 

Figure 1. Territorial Claims in the South China Sea 
 
Source: BBC, “South China Sea Dispute: China Lands Bombers on Island,” May 19, 
2018, accessed November 25, 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-
44180773. 
                                                 

3 Nine-dash line is the map used by the governments of the Republic of China and 
the People's Republic of China that claims majority of the SCS. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nine-dash_line
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exclusive_economic_zone
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In 2009, China submitted a diplomatic note to the United Nations (UN) that 

included the so-called nine-dash-line map covering 90 percent of SCS waters and 

extending over 1,200 miles from the Chinese Coast.4 It was the first time China officially 

declared its map that covered almost the entire SCS. China’s statement has intensified 

tension in the region because other claimants also declared their own territorial 

sovereignty over the same waters.5 Additionally, China has expressed its determination to 

change status quo in the SCS when it promoted reclamation activities in the disputed 

Spratly Islands. According to a report released in December of 2017 on a website run by 

the National Marine Data and Information Service and the People's Daily Overseas Edition, 

China has expanded an area of 290,000 square meters in 2017.6 Many experts believe that 

China intends to militarize its occupied features, allowing it to control over the area’s 

important sea line of communication (SLOC).  

The Philippines officially challenged China’s SCS claims before Permanent Court 

of Arbitration (PCA) in 2013, arguing that China’s “Nine-Dash Line” was illegitimate 

under the UN Convention on the Law of Sea (UNCLOS). The PCA ruled on July 12, 2016 

that China had no historical evidence for exercised exclusive control over the SCS, and that 

                                                 
4 Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), “Maritime Territorial and 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) Disputes Involving China: Issues for Congress,” 
December 12, 2017, accessed November 25, 2018, https://www.everycrsreport.com/ 
files/ 20171212_R42784_76a72385d3700c3ca24757977b6e7d811e2b4c85.html. 

5 Institute for Security and Development Policy, “Understanding China’s Position 
on the South China Sea Disputes,” June 2016, accessed November 25, 2018, 
http://isdp.eu/publication/understanding-chinas-position-south-china-sea-disputes/.   

6 Global Times, “Land Reclamation to Expand in South China Sea Islands,” 
February 2018, accessed November 25, 2018, http://en.people.cn/n3/2018/0206/c90000-
9423949.html.  
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there was “no legal basis for China to claim historic rights” over this water.7 The PCA also 

criticized China’s dredging and land reclamation activities in the Spratly Islands for 

causing “severe harm to the coral reef environment.”8 The ruling also classified Taiping 

Island, the biggest Island in Spratly Islands occupied by Taiwan, and other features as rocks 

and not entitled to a 200 nautical mile exclusive economic zone. Both China and Taiwan 

strongly rejected the court’s decision.9 In May 2017, China declared that Beijing and 

ASEAN had agreed to a framework for a code of conduct (COC) in the SCS and made 

efforts to sign this document to control and manage dispute in this water. Although the 

relevant parties expressed their optimism about the positive progress, there was skepticism 

that a meaningful COC could be reached. Many experts assume that China is seeking a way 

to neutralize the ruling by the court by capitalizing on COC negotiations and distracting 

other regional countries.10  

Japan has recently made efforts to further engage in the SCS dispute which could 

help Tokyo obtain a more positive role in regional issues as a global economic power. 

Japan managed to persuade China to peacefully resolve territorial disputes in accordance 

                                                 
7 Judge Thomas A. Mensah, Judge Jean-Pierre Cot, Judge Stanislaw Pawlak, H. 

A. Alfred Wolfrum, and Judge Rüdiger Soons, PCA Case No. 2013-19 in the Matter of 
the SCS Arbitration between the Republic of the Philippines and the People’s Republic of 
China, Permanent Court of Arbitration, July 2016, 271.  

8 Ibid., 406. 

9 Ibid., 493. 

10 Thi Ha Hoang, “Trends in Southeast Asia,” ISSN 0219-3213, Number 5 (2019), 
accessed April 15, 2019, https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/TRS5_19.pdf.  
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with international laws at the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).11 On the other hand, Japan 

expressed hesitation toward involvement in the territorial disputes of other countries. For 

that reason, Japan did not want to discuss the SCS issue at the Asia Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (APEC) Forum that Japan hosted in 1995.12   

However, in the context of a rapidly emergent China in the early 21st century, the 

strategic environment around Japan has witnessed increasingly complex and unpredictable 

changes. The rise of Chinese nationalism exacerbated existing problems between the two 

countries, especially the Senkaku Island dispute in the East China Sea when the Japanese 

government nationalized its control over three islands in September 2012.13 Against that 

backdrop, Japan has shifted its strategy toward the SCS and considers this sea to be a 

significant security concern that can negatively affect Japan. Japan is concerned that if 

China took control over the whole SCS, Beijing would be able to use the same strategy to 

declare its sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands.14 As a result, Japan has been engaging in 

the SCS dispute over recent years and considered it as a necessary approach to contain 

China’s expansion in the region. 

                                                 
11 Lam Peng Er, “Japan and the Spratly Dispute: Aspiration and Limitations,” 

Asian Survey 36 (1996): 1001-1006. 

12 APEC is a multinational forum for 21 economies that enhance trade 
cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region. 

13 Sheila A. Smith, “Japan, China, and the Tide of Nationalism,” Council on 
Foreign Relations, September 19, 2012, accessed April 25, 2019, https://www.cfr.org/ 
expert-brief/japan-china-and-tide-nationalism. 

14 Tomotaka Shooji, “The South China Sea: A View from Japan,” The National 
Institute Defense Studies Journal of Defense and Security (2014): 131. 
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Purpose and Research Goal 

The research will analyze Japan’s engagement in the SCS since Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe took office in 2012, focusing on Japan’s end state, ways, means in the region. 

Additionally, the author will clarify some implications of Japan’s actions with regard to 

regional security, including positive and negative effects. More importantly, the study 

will offer a number of recommendations for Japan to maintain peace and stability in the 

SCS through its involvement.  

Research Questions 

Primary question:  

What are the implications for the region from Japan’s enhanced engagement in 

the SCS and recommendations for Japan to maintain peace and security in the region? 

Secondary questions: 

1. What are Japan’s interests in the SCS?  

2. What are the end state, ways, means and risks of Japan’s involvement in the 

region?   

3. What are the driving factors for Japan’s increased engagement in the SCS?  

Significance 

Increased Chinese assertiveness over its sovereignty in the SCS has caused 

unpredictable changes in the regional security environment. No claimant in the SCS can 

negotiate equally on a bilateral basis with China. Thus, the involvement by regional 

powers, including Japan, plays an important part in creating balance among powers and 

enabling China to be a responsible actor. However, the role of Japan in engaging in the 
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SCS sovereignty dispute is still limited because the constitution does not allow Tokyo’s 

armed forces to conduct overseas deployments. As a regional power and key ally of the 

U.S., Japan’s engagement in the SCS can support other claimants’ efforts to peacefully 

solve their disputes with China on the basis of international law. Finally, this research will 

serve as a reference for policy makers to better understand possible impacts of and fully 

take advantage of Japan’s engagement while maintaining peace and stability in the region. 

Assumptions 

Assumptions are arguments, concepts, realities that are accepted by researchers 

that they are true. Assumptions can have great impacts on inference from research paper 

and help readers better understand the author’s opinion. On that basis, this study makes 

three primary assumptions as follows: 

First, this study assumes that Japan’s policy to the SCS is relatively stable in the 

short term. Japan considers freedom, security and safety of navigation in the SCS as within 

its national interest. The SCS is an important source of natural resources for Japan. 

Moreover, the SCS is a part of vital sea lane connecting the Indian Ocean with the Pacific 

Ocean that provides energy for Japan’s economy from the Middle East and Southern Asia.  

Second, this study assumes that the U.S. will continue its containment strategy 

regarding China’s expansion in the region. China in recent years has increased its efforts 

to compete with the U.S. for influence in South East Asia and in the world. As a result, 

containing China’s expansionism becomes a U.S. crucial priority in the region. Japan will 

work closely with the U.S. to curb an emergent China.  

Finally, this study assumes that China’s effort to assert its sovereignty over the 

SCS will continue. China is determined to control the whole SCS because they understand 
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that seaward expansion is a unique way to become a global power. This Chinese position 

prevents relevant parties from peacefully dealing with disputed water, simultaneously 

enables other claimants to appeal engagements from powers outside the region.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations are impacts or shortcomings that could not be controlled by the 

researcher. They will create restrictions on methodology and conclusions. Delimitations 

are the boundaries that researchers have to set for their research paper. The crucial 

limitation of this study is insufficient information pertaining to Japan’s engagement in the 

SCS. Additionally, given the strong reaction from China as well as its influence in the 

region, the perspective from relevant countries about Japan’s actions in the SCS is not 

publicly available.  

The most notable delimitation of the study is the scope of official references on 

current Japanese strategy. The author only focuses on analyzing and evaluating Japan’s 

engagements in the SCS. In reality, the level of Japan’s involvement greatly depends on 

its relationship with China, particularly when Japan is the top trade partner of China. It is 

clear that this dimension has possible impacts on Japan’s policy towards the SCS. 

However, it exceeds the scope of this study.  

Considerations 

This study only aims at analyzing and clarifying Japan’s increased engagements 

in the SCS. On that basis, it presents implications for the region and offers a number of 

recommendations for relevant claimants to fully take advantage of Japan’s involvement 

and maintain peace and stability in the region. It could create a strong foundation to 
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resolve territorial dispute in a peaceful manner, in accordance with international laws. 

The study should be seen as a reference source for policy makers. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provides basic information about the SCS issue and research 

questions pertaining to this thesis. It also addresses Significance, Assumptions, 

Limitations and Delimitations, and Considerations used by the author when researching 

this thesis. Chapter 2 will identify the major groups of relevant literature and the sources 

that author uses to answer the research questions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Japan has been more actively and proactively involved in the SCS issue in recent 

years. It has initially made positive contributions, especially creating a balance of power, 

thereby maintaining peace, stability and prosperity in the region. Therefore, evaluating, 

analyzing, and clarifying the current status of Japan’s strategy towards the SCS, and its 

effect and recommendation for the region are matters that are getting more attention from 

regional relevant players such as China, the Philippines, Vietnam and other claimants.  

However, Japan’s current strategy towards the SCS remains insufficient and is not 

transparent. The majority of papers by scholars and researchers about Japan’s 

involvement in the SCS only focus on economic, diplomatic or security aspect of its 

strategy and do not provide a comprehensive view to readers such as: “A Japanese 

Perspective of SCS Order” by Hideshi Tokuchi, “The SCS: A View from Japan” by 

Tomotaka Shooji, “Japan’s Policy towards the SCS – Applying Proactive Peace 

Diplomacy?” by Reinhard Drifte. On the other side, the Japanese government has only 

issued some official documents such as National Security Strategy 2013 and The Third 

Basic Plan on Ocean Policy 2018 which contain a general stance pertaining to Tokyo’s 

policy towards all global seas. Japan has not declared any official document about its 

strategy or policy towards the SCS so far. Consequently, a cognitive trap is created when 

researching Tokyo’s engagement in the SCS due to incomprehensive understanding about 

Tokyo’s policy and current regional situation.  

Joint Doctrine Note (JDN) 1-8 stands out as an effective and proper tool to assess 

the Japan’s strategy towards the SCS. According to this document, all strategies need to 
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comply with the basic logic of ends, ways, and means that focus on some detailed 

questions. 15 What are Japan’s interests and end state in the SCS? What means (sources and 

capabilities) has Japan employed to implement its strategy? Which ways has Japan use its 

means to attain the end state of its strategy towards the SCS? On that basis, the author will 

focus on analyzing and evaluating the aforementioned documents about the Japan’s 

engagement in the SCS to clarify end state, ways and means to get a comprehensive picture 

of Tokyo’s strategy. 

 
 

  

 
Figure 2. Strategy Formulation  

 
Source: LTC Chris Springer, “Assistant Professor, U.S. Military Professionals’ Guide to 
Understanding Strategy,” Department of Joint, Interagency, and Multinational Operations, 
US Army Command and General Staff College, accessed January 17 2019. 
NOTE: A three-legged stool provides a suitable analogy for successful strategy 
formulation.  A balanced strategy is solid, but if ends, ways, or means are not aligned, the 
strategy incurs risk (modified from Lykke, 2008). 

                                                 
15 Joint Chief of Staff, Joint Doctrine Note 1-18, Strategy, Washington, DC: Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, 25 April 2018, 21. 
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Interest and End State 

A number of publications by both scholars and the Japanese government have 

discussed Tokyo’s interests and end state in the SCS. “A Japanese Perspective of SCS 

Order” by Hideshi Tokuchi identifies three main interests of Japan in this sea. First, Japan 

is a nation with few natural resources and considers the SCS as a vital energy source for 

its huge economy. It is a fact that Chinese control over this key SLOC would threaten 

Japan’s energy security through its reliance on energy sources from the Middle East and 

Southern Asia. Additionally, coastal countries in this water are crucial providers of 

seafood to the region including Japan. Japan does not want to lose this source of energy 

and food due to China’s seaward expansion.16 Second, in terms of security, China’s push 

for local hegemony has been shifting the balance of power in the region. Moreover, 

Beijing declares that both Senkaku Islands and the SCS are parts of its “core interest” and 

it can use all necessary measures to protect them. Thus, Tokyo is concerned about a 

likely scenario where China can turn its attention to the East China Sea after successfully 

dealing with the SCS dispute.17 Third, the U.S. is increasingly worried about protecting 

the freedom, security, and safety of navigation in the SCS. Recently, the U.S. has 

expressed its concern about China’s growing hegemony in the region and has committed 

to safeguard freedom of navigation in the SCS, especially after China finished its 

                                                 
16 Hideshi Tokuchi, “A Japanese Perspective of South China Sea Order,” The 

Maritime Issues, 2018, accessed December 05, 2018, http://www.maritimeissues.com/ 
law/a-japanese-perspective-of-south-china-sea-order.html.01. 

17 Ibid., 01. 
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reclamation of a few islands of Spratly Islands.18 As a result, a couple of regional 

countries such as the Philippines, Vietnam, Singapore see increasing U.S. military 

activities as an “enabler” of maintaining regional peace and security.  

Japan’s National Security Strategy 2013 declares the overall end state of Japan 

regarding maritime security. In part IV of “Japan’s Strategic Approaches to National 

Security”, the document highlights that “ensuring maritime security” is considered as its 

key end state.19 To this end, “Japan will play a leading role, through close cooperation 

with other countries, in maintaining and developing “Open and Stable Seas,” which are 

upheld by maritime order based upon such fundamental principles as the rule of law, 

ensuring the freedom and safety of navigation and overflight, and the peaceful settlement 

of disputes in accordance with relevant international law.20 More concretely, Japan will 

take necessary measures to address various threats in SLOCs, including anti-piracy 

operations to ensure safe maritime transport and promote maritime security cooperation 

with other countries.”21 Although this strategy does not mention the SCS, it is Japan’s 

common strategy for all seas, including the SCS and clarifies the policy of “Proactive 

Contribution to Peace” in the region under Prime Minister Abe’s Administration. Prime 

Minister Abe is scheduled to be in his current position until 2021, and this document will 

be crucial to shape Japan’s policy regarding global waters.  

                                                 
18 Tokuchi, “A Japanese Perspective of South China Sea Order,” 01. 

19 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, National Security Strategy (Tokyo: 
Ministry of Defense of Japan, 2013), 16-17. 

20 Ibid., 16. 

21 Ibid., 22. 
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The Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy 2018 is formulated based on the Second 

Basic Plan on Ocean Policy in April 2013. Japan’s desired end state in the Third Basic 

Plan on Ocean Policy 2018 is that “the whole government shall come together to promote 

Comprehensive Maritime Security.”22 Moreover, the Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy 

2018 brings up concrete directions and measures to protect maritime security. Some 

highlighted directions consist of “Toward open and stable seas,” “Protect the nation and 

its citizens,” and “Create world standards for seas.”23 At the same time, this document 

pays attention to building various measures including “Promotion of industrial use of the 

ocean,” “Maintain and protect the maritime environment,” “Improve scientific 

knowledge,” and “International collaboration and cooperation.” The Third Basic Plan on 

Ocean Policy 2018 is obviously based on Japan’s National Security Strategy 2013 policy 

towards oceans. Moreover, the Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy 2018 also stresses 

comprehensive development of oceans along with protecting peaceful and stable 

maritime environments around the globe.  

Japan has three main objectives when enhancing engagements in the SCS. First 

and most importantly, Tokyo needs a peaceful and stable SCS to safeguard a sea lane for 

trade and energy transportation. Moreover, the SCS dispute creates favorable conditions 

for Japan to contain China in the East China Sea. By closely working with ASEAN 

countries, Japan wants to express its unified willingness with other claimants in the SCS 

to deal with China’s growing assertiveness and aggression in maritime territorial 

                                                 
22 Cabinet Office, The Third Basic Plan on Ocean Policy (Tokyo: Ocean Policy, 

May 2018), 01.  
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sovereignty, as well as to urge China to peacefully negotiate with other relevant parties 

under international laws. Lastly, as a key U.S. ally in the region, Japan aims at supporting 

the U.S. strategy in the SCS. The U.S. has recently raised its voice about China’s illegal 

actions towards the SCS and conducted Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) to 

“call for freedom of navigation, and the securing of commercial and maritime security 

communications” in this water.24  

Ways 

In order to maintain peace and stability in the SCS, Japan has taken multi-lateral 

and bilateral approaches in recent years. Defense of Japan 2018 (Digest) – Annual White 

Paper attaches the most importance to maintaining maritime security. According to this 

document, Japan focuses on following marine order based on fundamental rules, as well 

as “ensuring safe maritime transport, is the foundation for peace and prosperity, which is 

extremely important.”25 More importantly, this publication pays more attention on 

bilateral security cooperation through capacity building assistance as well as multilateral 

defense cooperation by participating in multi-lateral security frameworks in the Asia-

Pacific region such as ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus) and 

Shangri La Dialogue. These mechanisms have been becoming important forums for 

                                                 
24 Shooji, 132. 

25 Ministry of Defense of Japan, Defense of Japan 2018 (Tokyo: Ministry of 
Defense of Japan, 2018), 40. 
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regional countries to discuss security concerns, and actively joining military training 

exercises in non-traditional security fields.26  

The publication of “The SCS: A View from Japan” by Tomotaka Shooji and the 

Report of “Japan’s Policy towards the SCS – Applying Proactive Peace Diplomacy” by 

Reinhard Drifte are primary references focusing on clarifying the current ways that Japan 

has recently implemented in the SCS. According to Tomotaka Shoji, Japan has employed 

the multi-lateral security forums in the region to “emphasize the importance of resolving 

territorial disputes in a peaceful manner and securing freedom of navigation based on the 

rule of law, as a universal principle that every nation should be observe.”27 In reality, 

Tokyo has contributed to ASEAN-centered defense-security mechanisms, including 

ARF, ADMM Plus, Shangri La Dialogue and East Asia Summit (EAS). These forums 

contribute to shaping regional security structure and dealing with emergent security 

threats with the participation of multiple powers in the world. At ARF 2014, Foreign 

Minister of Japan, Kishida, proposed that all nations should follow the Declaration of the 

Conduct (DOC) of Parties in the SCS and early sign COC in order to hinder any nations 

from conducting unilateral activity.28 At the 4th ADMM Plus in 2017, Minister of 

Defense of Japan, Itsunori Onodera, criticized actions to change the status-quo 

                                                 
26 Ministry of Defense of Japan, Defense of Japan 2018, 39-40.  

27 Shooji, 132.  

28 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, Overview of the 20th ARF Ministerial 
Meeting (Tokyo: Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan), July 2013, accessed December 
01, 2018, http://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/area/page4_000118.html.    
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unilaterally in the SCS and declared that Japan would take action by contributing to 

freedom of navigation operations.29  

Apart from multi-lateral dialogues, Japan has been enhancing joint training 

exercises with its partners in the region. During 2018, Japan increased the number and 

scale of freedom of navigation operations and joint patrols with the U.S. and the 

Philippines to enhance its projection of military power in the SCS. In May 2018, Japan 

participated in the 34th Balikatan exercises between the U.S. and Philippines in Luzon, 

Philippines.30 In October 2018, a Japanese contingent with 100 troops from the Japan 

Maritime Self Defense Force (JMSDF) took part in a simulated rescue mission with the 

U.S. and the Philippines on the shores of Luzon, Philippines. The joint military exercise, 

named Kamandag, was organized near the disputed Scarborough Shoal, currently 

occupied by China. The naval exercises that also “came on the heels of a U.S. destroyer, 

the Decatur, nearly colliding with a Chinese People's Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) 

destroyer” on 30 September 2018 expressed Japan’s support to the U.S., as well as 

Tokyo’s determination to increase its military presence in the region regardless of 

China’s objection.31  

                                                 
29 Ministry of Defense of Japan, Brief Summary of the 4th ADMM Plus (Tokyo: 

Ministry of Defense of Japan, October 2017), accessed December 01, 2018, 
http://www.mod. go.jp/e/d_act/exc/admm/admmplus_4.html. 

30 Patricia Lourdes Viray, “Australia, Japan to Join Philippines-US Joint 
Exercise,” Philstar Global, April 2018, accessed December 05, 2018, 
https://www.philstar.com/ headlines/2018/04/19/1807454/australia-japan-join-
philippines-us-joint-exercises. 

31 Taiwan News, “U.S., Philippines, Japan Holds Joint Military Exercise in South 
China Sea,” October 2018, accessed December 05, 2018, https://www.taiwannews.com. 
tw/en/news/3547014. 
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Besides multi-lateral engagement, Japan has enhanced its bilateral cooperation in 

defense-security aspect with key claimants in the SCS. The support of multilateral efforts 

does not work in dealing with China’s territorial declaration over the SCS because every 

country seeks likely ways to obtain their interests regardless of common regional 

interests. From Japan’s perspective, the Philippines (a U.S. ally) and Vietnam (a new 

U.S. partner) are looking for “a reliable partner for their countries.”32 The publication of 

“The SCS: A view from Japan” and the Report of “Japan’s Policy towards the SCS – 

Applying Proactive Peace Diplomacy” focus on improving bilateral security relationships 

between Japan and both the Philippines and Vietnam when Japan considers these two 

countries as reliable partners. Tokyo intends to assist the Manila and Hanoi with 

improving their maritime capabilities.33  

The Action Plan for this new relationship between Japan and the Philippines 

particularly focuses on “the transfer of dense equipment and technology, expansion of 

bilateral and multilateral trainings and exercises for capacity building of the Philippines 

armed forces, and acquisition of patrol boats for the Coast Guard.”34 This tie has been 

developing in spite of the fact that the President Rodrigo Duterte government does not 

take a strong position on the SCS issue and does not intend to exert itself to 

                                                 
32 Shooji, 136. 

33 Ibid.  

34 Reinhard Drifte, “Japan’s Policy toward the South China Sea – Applying 
Proactive Peace Diplomacy,” Peace Research Institute Frankfurt Report No. 140, 
Frankfurt, 2016, 16, Accessed December 28, 2018, https://www.hsfk.de/publikationen/ 
publikationssuche/publikation/ japans-policy-towards-the-south-china-sea-applying-
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“operationalize the outcome of the Philippines – initiated court case against China before 

the Arbitral Tribunal.”35 Japan signed a deal to provide 10 patrol vessels to the 

Philippines who would receive a low-interest loan from Official Development Assistance 

(ODA) funds, worth $150 million to pay for the deals in 2015.36 Additionally, in 2016, 

Japan decided to “donate five Beechcraft TC-90 training aircraft to the Philippines to 

support this nation to improve its maritime capability including training pilots.37 Military 

equipment from Japan helps the Philippines partly improve its maritime capability.  

Moreover, Japan and the Philippines have been increasing the number of joint 

military exercises. In 2015, the two countries organized two disaster relief drills with the 

participation of a P3-C of the JMSDF in the SCS. The P3-C flew around the area of the 

Reed Bank (a disputed feature between China and the Philippines).38 In 2016, three 

vessels, two destroyers and a submarine of Japan visited Subic Bay and conducted 

exercises with the Philippines Navy.39 Most recently, in May 2018, Japan and the 

Philippines organized a joint maritime patrol near the SCS. The JMSDF P-1 aircraft 

conducted patrol with a Philippine Navy TC-90 aircraft in the waters and airspace around 

                                                 
35 Drifte, 16. 

36 The Wall Street Journal, “Japan to Provide Patrol Vessels to the Philippines,” 
June 2015, accessed December 10, 2018, https://www.wsj.com/articles/japan-to-provide-
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Palawan Island in the Philippines.40 The joint exercises between the two countries have 

made a great contribution to consolidating defense-security ties and familiarizing 

Philippines’ armed forces with new equipment from Japan.  

Regarding the relationship with Vietnam, Tokyo and Hanoi have enjoyed fruitful 

economic ties since the end of the Cold War. Two countries elevated the existing 

strategic partnership to the extended strategic partnership, accordingly fostering bilateral 

cooperation in defense-security cooperation. During the visit to Vietnam in January 2017, 

Prime Mister Shinzo Abe declared that Tokyo would provide six new patrol boats to 

Vietnam to enhance maritime law enforcement capability for the Vietnamese Coast 

Guard. Vietnam would achieve a concessional loan to pay for these ships.41 Japan had 

previously promised to provide six used patrol boats to Vietnam.42 Additionally, Japan 

cooperated with Vietnam by organizing seminars on maritime security, including 

submarine medicine. It demonstrated that Japan may activate defense-security 

cooperation with Vietnam in sensitive aspects.43  

Japan has recently increased the number of warship’s visit to seaports in Vietnam. 

In May 2017, Japan’s largest aircraft carrier J.S. Izumo visited Vietnam and participated 
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in a humanitarian assistance and disaster relief drill within the framework of Pacific 

Partnership between Vietnam and the U.S.44 The visit of J.S. Izumo highlighted Japan’s 

military presence in the SCS in the context of heightened tension in this region. In 

September 2018, a Japanese submarine, Kuroshio, visited Cam Ranh International Port, 

Vietnam for the first time. The visit focused on less sensitive cooperation activities, 

including “courtesy calls on Vietnamese officials and naval personnel, sports and 

professional interactions, and cultural activities, including tours.”45 However, the visit 

showed “Japan’s great efforts to play a more active security role in the region” under 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.46  

Means 

In order to enhance engagement in the SCS, Japan has taken advantage of 

different means that can create a sound foundation for Japan to implement its actions. 

Maintaining a consistent strategy toward the SCS, the U.S-Japan alliance relationship, 

and support from other claimants, except China, are factors that Japan relies on to realize 

its objectives in the SCS.  

In terms of a consistent strategy, Japan’s National Security Strategy in 2013 

expresses Tokyo’s view about the SCS pertaining to “the maintenance of the rule of law 

                                                 
44 Franz-Stefan Gady, “Vietnam: Japan’s Largest Aircraft Carrier Participates in 

Major Naval Exercise,” The Diplomat, May 2017, accessed December 21, 2018, 
https://thediplomat.com/2017/05/vietnam-japans-largest-aircraft-carrier-participates-in-
major-naval-exercise/. 

45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 



 22 

at sea, freedom of navigation, and stability in the Southeast Asian region,” as well as the 

importance of the SCS to Japan for its natural and energy resources, and as a key 

SLOC.47 Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s predecessors such as Yukio Hatoyama, Naoto Kan 

and Yoshihiko Noda expressed unclear perspectives about the SCS because they only 

held office for a short time. However, since Abe was elected in 2012, he declared an 

active approach to enhance involvement in the SCS issues. National Security Strategy in 

2013 also reaffirmed that Japan would make efforts to address this dispute to safeguard 

the sea lanes by providing “assistance to those coastal states alongside the SLOCs and 

other states in enhancing their maritime law enforcement capabilities, and strengthen 

cooperation with partners on the sea lanes who share strategic interests with Japan.”48 

Japan has defined a clear and permanent vision of all seas, including the SCS through its 

National Security Strategy.  

National Security Strategy in 2013 stresses the importance of establishing 

cooperation with coastal countries to safeguard SLOCs, including the SCS, that Japan 

depends on transport of natural and energy resource.49 As a result, the support from the 

claimants in the SCS for Japan’s engagements has been a necessary motivation to sustain 

its enduring presence. Since the inception of enhanced engagement in the SCS, other 

claimants, especially Vietnam and the Philippines, have applauded Japan’s efforts to 

peacefully deal with the dispute. Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc stated 
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during the visit to Japan in October 2018 that he “welcome and support Japan’s efforts 

and initiative to secure economic prosperity, freedom of trade and safety of navigation in 

the Indo-Pacific region.”50 The Philippines appreciated the role of Japan after receiving 

military equipment from Japan to improve its maritime capability and organized joint 

operations with Japan near disputed areas in the SCS.  

Regarding Japan’s relationship with the U.S., the Guidelines for Japan-U.S. 

Defense Cooperation in April 2015 is a milestone for a close allied relationship between 

the two powers. According to this document, as a key ally of the U.S. in Asia, Japan 

needs to share burden with the U.S. in dealing with emerging security threats in the 

region. Japan and the U.S. commit to “conduct bilateral operations to defend waters 

surrounding Japan and to secure the safety of SLOCs” and Washington supports Tokyo’s 

role in regional security issues.51 Japan understands that the U.S. has been increasingly 

concerned about China’ rapid expansion in the SCS that might threaten Washington’s 

influence in the region.  

At the same time, the Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation stress the 

importance of defense cooperation between Japan and the U.S. to maintain “safe and 

secure SLOCs.”52  It is affirmed that the U.S. – Japan alliance relationship can be seen as a 
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cornerstone for Japan’s involvement in the SCS. Japan publicly supports FONOPS by the 

U.S. in the SCS and criticized “rapid and large-scale land reclamation on seven features in 

the Spratly Islands, installing military facilities” by China.53  

Chapter Summary 

Until recently, Japan has not had any official document for its strategy towards 

the SCS. Tokyo’s views about this issue are demonstrated through statements by leaders 

or through publications by scholars. However, the available references from scholars and 

researcher pertaining Japan’s engagements the SCS partly demonstrate that Tokyo has 

been shaping its strategy towards the SCS and will direct its actions in the time to come. 

Chapter 3 will focus on introducing different methods that the author can employ to 

evaluate and analyze relevant matters in the research paper.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

To answer the main research question of “What are the implications for region 

from Japan’s enhanced engagement in the SCS and recommendations for Japan to 

maintain peace and security in the region?”, the author executes a number of research 

approaches.  

Chapter 2 is shaped by employing elements of JDN. “JDN provides the baseline 

structure for understanding the fundamental principles of strategy and provides 

understanding and perspective on its development, execution, and assessment that 

strategists, planners, trainers, commanders, and staffs can use.”54 According to JDN, 

“strategy is about how nations use the instruments of national power to exercise control 

over people, places, things, and events to achieve strategic objectives in accordance with 

national interests and policies.”55 At the same time, a strategy should clarify three basic 

questions: “Where do we want to go, or what are the desired ends? How do we get there, 

or what are the ways? What resources are available, or what are the means?”56 In order to 

identify an end state of a strategy, it is required to determine what the national interest is. 

Understanding national interest is the foundation for researchers to clarify end state of 
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every strategy.57 Means are the capabilities and resources that an actor can use to obtain 

its objective. “The ‘DIME’ acronym (diplomatic, informational, military, and economic) 

has been used for many years to describe the instruments of national power.”58 Ways are 

how to use available means to get the end state. Identifying the way is largely inter-

dependent on available means and prudent risks that one can suffer.59 

When policy makers intend to develop a strategy, JDN (objective, way, and 

means) is possibly the ground that guides them to gain an effective and comprehensive 

strategy. Moreover, we can employ fundamental elements of JDN when analyzing and 

evaluating an existing strategy like Japan’s strategy towards the SCS.  

In Chapter 4 – Implications for the Region, the author uses qualitative analysis. 

This method is a proper tool to answer the questions of how and when. It also helps 

researchers better understand a government strategy, policy, or program. Qualitative 

analysis is usually employed by researchers of political science matters.60 The author 

uses content analysis in Chapter 4 because regardless of insufficient comprehensive 

references about the thesis, we can easily search for many pieces of news related to 

Japan’s activities in the SCS. It is expected that this method will interpret available 

information to draw the inferences and answer the research questions.  
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In the first part of Chapter 4, to identify what implications of Japan’s engagement 

in the SCS for the region, the author focuses on evaluating and analyzing the possible 

opportunities and challenges that face Japan given its enhanced presence in the region.  

When analyzing this issue, the thesis determines both subjective and objective factors 

that have impacts on Japan’s engagements in the region. Elaborating on opportunities and 

challenges will help accurately and objectively identify the influence of Japan’s 

engagements in the region.  

On the basis of the opportunities and challenges as well as the real situation of 

Japan’s involvement in the SCS, the author will infer implications for the region in the 

second part of Chapter 4. Classifying implications into aspects of security, economics, 

and diplomacy could help the author dig into each specified field. The thesis will 

additionally focus on security implications, and analyzing and evaluating both the 

positive and negative sides of each implication to clarify its impact on the region.   

The author intends to employ impact/probability charts in the Chapter 4 to 

measure the implications of Japan’s engagement in the SCS. Probability is a possibility 

that an event can happen. Impact is the anticipated influence if the event occurs.61 The 

impact will be broken out into three levels, including low, medium and high. The 

probability is divided into three levels including unlikely, likely and highly likely. This 

method will be a foundation to evaluate the importance of each implication and come to 

the final conclusion about issues that the region should prioritize.  
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Chapter 5 offers a number of recommendations to maximize benefits as well as 

minimize possible risks to regional security. After identifying implications for the region 

in Chapter 4, the author will suggest recommendations for Japan as well as figure out 

what Japan should do to engage with the claimants and other powers to maintain regional 

peace and stability. The recommendations focus on Japan because Tokyo is, firstly, the 

actor directly involving in the region. Every action by this country can have great impacts 

on the regional security. Second, responses by claimants in the SCS such as Taiwan, the 

Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, and Vietnam in the face of China will partly depend on 

these powers’ actions, including Japan. Lastly, other stakeholders including the U.S. and 

other powers have interests in the SCS. Japan, with close connection with other powers 

such as the U.S., India, and Australia can encourage these countries to assume a greater 

role in balancing power and maintaining peace and stability in the SCS. Based on the 

benefit, objective, and capability of each group of countries, the author provides different 

suggestions in terms of both their proper policies and de facto actions in the region.   

Apart from the above-presented research methodology, the author needs to avoid 

bias when working on this research paper. This problem can originate from a few causes. 

First, the author is the citizen of Vietnam, a claimant in the SCS, thus the analysis can be 

negatively affected due to nationalism. Second, a majority of references on the SCS 

dispute, that the author can get accessed to, written by authors, journalists or scholars are 

from Japan, the U.S., and ASEAN countries. It is possible that these documents do not 

assess the matter in an objective manner. However, with acknowledgement and 

mindfulness, the author expects to provide accurate and unbiased observation.  
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Chapter Summary 

Approaches to chapters by the author are based on the research questions that are 

presented for each chapter. These various methods contribute to providing a transparent 

path to the conclusion of the research paper. In Chapter 4, the author has used qualitative 

analysis methods based on available information about Japan’s engagements in the SCS, 

reactions by relevant parties, analysis and evaluation by researchers to address the 

question of “what are the implications for the region?” To answer this key question, the 

Chapter concentrated on identifying Japan’s opportunities and challenges when involved 

in the SCS, and inferring the likely implications for the region.  
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CHAPTER 4 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE REGION 

Japan has become increasingly engaged in the SCS to protect its national interests 

and enhance its influence in the region. Tokyo faces existing opportunities and challenges 

that greatly affect its presence in the SCS. 

Opportunities and Challenges 

Opportunities 

Japan has opportunities that can motivate and create favorable conditions for this 

country to increase its involvement in the SCS. These advantages stem from both 

subjective and objective causes that originate from Japan’s consensus of engagement in 

the SCS, Japan’s capability to achieve its goals in the SCS, and support from other 

claimants in the SCS. 

First, Japan’s Administration and the National Diet have reached consensus 

regarding enhanced engagement in the SCS. Tokyo is concerned about possible threats to 

its security in the East China Sea, and China’s tougher position on the East China Sea has 

compelled Japan to shift its SCS policy accordingly. Since President Xi assumed the 

presidency in 2012, Beijing has asserted its sovereignty, ranging from diplomatic 

protests, anti-Japanese demonstrations, increased patrols around contested islands, and 

the establishment of an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea.62 
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China’s actions pose direct security risks to security environment around Japan. As a 

result, in Japan’s view, increased engagement in the SCS is considered a suitable 

approach that can distract China’s attention from the East China Sea. Moreover, freedom 

of navigation in the SCS is a core interest of Japan because its economy depends on this 

key shipping corridor. Exclusive control over the SCS by another state will have negative 

security and economic consequences for Japan. Thus, increasing regional influence and 

protecting national interests in the SCS has become one of Tokyo’s top policy priorities.  

This has paved the way for Prime Minister Abe’s Administration to implement new 

policies towards the SCS since he took office.  

Second, as a power in the world, Japan has economic, military and diplomatic 

capability to achieve its goals in the SCS. From an economic aspect, Japan is the third 

largest global economy with a GDP of over 5,000 billion U.S. dollars (2018).63 Japan is 

currently the ASEAN’s fourth largest trading partner.64 Japan’s robust economic 

capability creates a firm foundation for this country to engage in the SCS. Japan is also 

one of the strongest military powers in the region. Japan’s defense budget is estimated to 

expand to 47 billion U.S. dollars in 2019.65 The revised pacifist constitution enacted 

under Prime Minister Abe now allows Japan’s military forces to deploy overseas. With 
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the benefit of advanced technology and a close relationship with the U.S., Japan’s military 

has been playing a more important role in the region. Diplomatically, apart from enhanced 

bilateral relationships with regional countries, Japan has actively participated in multi-

lateral dialogues about regional issues, including the SCS. Through diplomatic channels, 

Japan’s role and position have been improving as a key actor that contributes to global 

peace and stability. Japan’s strength and influence convinces other countries that it will 

remain committed in the SCS.  

Third, Japan has been promoting relations with ASEAN countries for a long time 

and has become a key economic partner of this organization. In November of 2011, Japan 

and ASEAN issued “the Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic 

Partnership for Prospering Together (Bali Declaration)” that is a firm basis for bilateral 

cooperation.66 The existing stronger diplomatic and economic ties create favorable 

conditions for Japan to promote its presence in the SCS.  

Lastly, as a U.S. key ally in Asia, Japan is currently supported by the U.S. while 

promoting its influence in the SCS issue. According to the Guidelines for Japan-U.S. 

Defense Cooperation, the two countries will closely work to “maintain maritime order 

based upon international law, including freedom of navigation. The Japan Self-Defense 

Forces and the U.S. Armed Forces will cooperate, as appropriate, on various efforts such 

as maintaining and enhancing their bilateral presence in the maritime domain.”67 This 

indicates that when Japan faces threats in the SCS, the U.S. can support Tokyo to address 
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them. Cooperation with the U.S. can calm Japan’s nerves when Tokyo is also 

significantly concerned about aggressive responses by China.  

Challenges 

Japan’s enhanced involvement in the SCS issue coincides with Tokyo’s long-term 

interests in the region. However, in order to actively and effectively engage in this 

sensitive issue, Japan will likely encounter multiple risks that can have negative impacts 

on its interests. The three major challenges are increased confrontation with China, U.S. 

shifts in priorities in the region, and Japan’s capability to maintain a permanent policy 

towards the SCS. 

Greater engagement by Japan in the SCS will possibly increase the risk of a 

comprehensive and direct confrontation with China. China has become a second largest 

economy and a military power in the world, considers the SCS as one of its core interests, 

and will no longer accept any intervention in that region from other powers. As a result, 

the risk of a military clash will increase as Japan enhances its military presence in this 

SCS, as well as the risk of a miscalculation by either side which occurred in late 

September 2018 when a Chinese warship nearly collided with a U.S. destroyer.68 

Additionally, the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea are a contested area between 

Japan and China. If China is frustrated by Japan in the SCS, it will likely respond by 

putting increased pressure on Japan in the East China Sea. For example, in 2013, “China 
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unilaterally established an ADIZ over two-third of the East China Sea.”69 The incident 

partly influenced the freedom of over-flight movement in the region because Beijing 

requested flights to report their schedules to Beijing when travelling through the ADIZ.  

An additional challenge is that the U.S can change its priorities over international 

affairs. After the 9/11 terrorist attack in 2001, the U.S. called for a global counter-

terrorism campaign. At that time, Washington only focused on the war in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, which left a power vacuum in Asia. Additionally, the U.S. increased 

opportunities for the rise of China in this region when viewing China as a potential 

trading and security partner in 2001. In the light of currently complex world, the U.S. has 

other concerns that are even more important and urgent than the SCS dispute such as 

North Korea’s nuclear program, counter-terrorism in the Middle East, Iran and other 

countries. In order to solve these problems, the U.S. needs support from China as the 

second largest economy and a permanent member of the UN Security Council. As a 

result, it is possible that the U.S. can change its policy towards the SCS and make 

concessions to China on this issue in the future. This scenario will put Japan into a 

dilemma in the region.  

Lastly, Tokyo is unable to maintain a consistent, long-term strategy towards the 

SCS due to its internal affairs. According to the outcome of election for ruling party 

leader in October of 2018, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe will keep his position until 2021 
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and “become the longest-serving leader” in Japan.70 This will motivate Shinzo Abe 

Administration to continue its “Proactive Peace Diplomacy” in the region. However, the 

SCS dispute is an issue that needs a long-term commitment. Meanwhile, Japan itself 

faces internal disagreement related to overseas deployment of its military power. When 

Abe managed to revise Japan’s pacifist Constitution in 2017 to legally send troops 

overseas, his administration encountered a strong objection from many Japanese 

politicians and people.71 Moreover, Japan’s internal political environment may change 

priorities in the mid-term. Given Japan’s shifting domestic political environment, there is 

no guarantee that Shinzo Abe’s successor will uphold his legacy, especially when Tokyo 

must carefully consider China’s reaction. 

Implications for the Region 

In this thesis, the author only interprets implications as effects or consequences 

that may happen in the future. In that sense, Japan’s increased engagements in the SCS 

issue can cause a great deal of implications for the region. However, this thesis only 

focuses on major effects that come from security, economic and diplomatic aspects. 

Additionally, at the end of each implication and the Chapter, the author will draw a table 

to depict impact/probability of the implications. There are three levels of probability 
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including Unlikely (occurs rarely), Likely (recurrent but not frequent) and Very Likely 

(occurs frequently). There are three levels of impact including Low (not costly effect), 

Medium (costly effect) and High (high costly effect).72 

Security Implications 

Given complicated and unpredictable situation in the SCS, Japan’s increased 

presence will have security impacts on the region. Japan’s contribution to peace and 

stability in the region, additional responsibility of other powers in the SCS issue, a 

possible collision at sea between China and Japan, and China’s unilateral actions to 

complicate regional security are major security implications for the region. 

First, Japan’s active and responsible involvement in the SCS issue will contribute 

to peace and stability in the region. Maintaining a peaceful and stable environment in the 

SCS to protect Japan’s national interests is the desired end state. In the context of a 

strongly emergent China, Japan’s enhanced presence as a power in the region will change 

the balance of power between China and other claimants. Other claimants, supported by 

Japan, can partly inhibit China’s ambition in the SCS. Additionally, the recently 

increased military presence of Japan’s warships in international waters close to disputed 

areas conveys its explicit message about the SCS issue. Irrespective of pressure from a 

powerful China, Japan respects and complies with international laws as well as denies the 

territorial declaration by Beijing in the SCS. According to Jeffrey Kingston, history 

instructor at Temple University Japan, “Clearly Japan wants to send a message to Beijing 
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that China does not get to do anything it wants in the SCS.” 73 At the same time, Japan is 

enhancing ties with other regional countries, executing joint naval exercises, “all of this 

to in a way show Beijing that we (Japan) are not going to just let you claim the SCS as 

Lake China.”74  

Moreover, Japan’s increasing engagements support littoral countries addressing 

unconventional security threats, such as piracy. According to a report by marine insurer 

Allianz in 2017, the cases of losing ships in East and Southeast Asia waters make up 40% 

of the international shipping loss (34/85 ships).75 The number in these two regions has 

not dropped while shipping losses in the world have fallen by 50% in recent years. The 

majority of lost vessels were victims of armed pirates.76 Japan’s military presence in the 

SCS can help protect vessels travelling through the region from attacks by pirates. 

Additionally, enhanced maritime enforcement capabilities supported by Japan will create 

favorable conditions for regional countries to counter activities of piracy and illegal 

trafficking. Japan, directly and indirectly, manages to sustain peace and stability through 

its engagements in the region.   
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Second, Japan’s behavior will encourage other powers to take additional 

responsibility in the SCS issue. Japan has actively led participation in multi-national 

security forums in the recent years like ADMM-Plus, Shang-ri La Dialogue, EAS. 

Through these mechanisms, Japan has raised its voice against China’s aggressive 

expansion in the SCS and expressed its firm commitment to maintaining peace and 

stability in the region.  

Other powers understand that freedom of navigation in the SCS not only affects 

their national interests but also are a tool to promote their presence and increase their 

regional influence. French Defense Minister Florence Parly emphasized in a meeting in 

Asia that “France fully supports a COC in the SCS, which should be legally binding, 

comprehensive, effective and consistent with international law.”77 Moreover, in February 

of 2019, British Defense Minister Gavin Williamson confirmed that Britain would deploy 

Royal Navy's HMS Queen Elizabeth to the contested SCS.78 This new and advanced 

aircraft carrier can bring two squadrons of F-35 aircraft and conduct patrols in the SCS.79 

It seems that apart from India and Australia, both France and the U.K. recognize that the 

only way to sustain rules-based order is to join efforts to send China a clear message 

about their enhanced engagements in the region regardless of Beijing’s denouncement.  
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Third, a possible miscalculation between China and Japan due to insufficient self-

restraint will have negative impacts on regional security. Since Japan began increasing its 

involvement in the SCS, China has repeatedly protested and warned Tokyo over these 

actions. In 2016, when Japan deployed its warship to conduct joint training patrols with 

the U.S. in the SCS, Chinese Defense Ministry spokesman, Yang Yujun, strongly 

criticized this action and accused Tokyo of complicating the situation in the SCS. “We 

(China) must solemnly tell Japan this is a miscalculation. If Japan wants to have joint 

patrols or drills in waters under Chinese jurisdiction, this really is playing with fire.”80 

When Japan’s biggest warship, the Kaga helicopter carrier, went through the SCS in 

September of 2018, China also raised its voice to protest any involvement by countries 

outside the region. “We (China) hope Japan does more to benefit regional peace and 

stability and speak and act cautiously on the SCS.”81 Through its strong reactions, China 

sent a clear message and warned Japan about likely serious consequences when engaging 

in the SCS.  

Moreover, recent reactions show that China will implement strong measures to 

promote its territorial claims. In 2010, a Chinese fishing boat collided with two Japan 

Coast Guard vessels near Senkaku Island. This incident sunk bilateral ties to new lows 
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and negatively influenced inherently good trade relationships between two countries.82 

This collision was a turning point for Japan-China ties when more Chinese warships and 

aircrafts were deployed around the Senkaku Islands. This incident shows that a clash can 

happen at any time. If one side miscalculates the situation, the worst scenario can be a 

conflict in the region. More seriously, this conflict will involve other powers. The U.S. 

will not let Tokyo by itself encounter Beijing in the SCS. A territorial dispute in the SCS 

will complicate and damage ongoing negotiations between China and relevant claimants 

about COC.  

Fourthly, China can conduct unilateral actions to complicate regional security. 

China has executed many unprecedented actions for recent years when Beijing assumed 

that its territorial claims were threatened. In 2013, China declared the establishment of its 

first ADIZ in the East China Sea.83 With the outer boundaries some 200 nautical miles 

beyond China’s territorial sea, the ADIZ overlapped existing ADIZs from Japan, South 

Korea, and Taiwan.84 Although China’s ADIZ did not actually work in reality, it put a 

considerable pressure on relevant parties for a long time. In another development, in May 

2014, China placed the mega oil exploration platform, Hai Yang Shi You 981 (HD 981) 

in Vietnam’s Exclusive Economic Zone that was accompanied by many different kinds of 
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vessels.85 This incident seriously deteriorated Sino-Vietnam relationship when many anti-

China demonstrations broke out in Vietnam and China threatened to impose economic 

sanctions on Vietnam. Moreover, unilateral action by China posed security threat for 

regional countries when Beijing declared that it can deploy its oil rig to any place in the 

disputed water. 

It is obvious that with enhanced military and economic power, China has been 

becoming more confident and assertive in its territorial claims. Japan will absolutely not 

accept any unilateral behavior by China in the East China Sea that can threaten its 

security. Additionally, both Japan and other claimants in the SCS do not want to witness 

any collision at sea between China and Japan. However, given recent actions by China, 

Beijing will strongly react to Japan’s increased presence in the region. China could 

possibly raise its voice to denounce Japan or execute more rigid actions in the field. No 

matter how far China’s response is, it will have great impact on the regional security and 

cause the situation to become more complicated. Stopping to negotiate COC with 

ASEAN, conducting intentional provocative actions in both the SCS and East China Sea 

are the strong responses by Beijing that can be anticipated. Since China established ADIZ 

in the East China Sea, many experts have foreseen a scenario that China would do the 

same thing in the SCS. In spite of not mentioning this possibility in recent time, an ADIZ 

in the SCS can be taken into account any time by Beijing.  

 
 

                                                 
85 Carlyle Thayer, South China Sea Tensions: China, the Claimant States, ASEAN 

and the Major Powers, Power, Law, and Maritime Order in the South China Sea 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015), 9. 



 42 

Table 1. Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Security Implications 

 Current 
Probability 

Current 
Impact 

Future 
Probability 

Future 
Impact 

Japan’s active and responsible 
involvement in the SCS issues 
will contribute to peace and 
stability in the region. 

Likely Medium Very Likely Medium 

Japan’s behavior will 
encourage other powers to 
take additional responsibility 
in the SCS issue. 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

A possible miscalculation 
between China and Japan due 
to insufficient self-restraint 
will have negative impacts on 
regional security 

Likely High Very Likely High 

China can conduct unilateral 
actions to complicate regional 
security 

Likely High Very Likely High 

 
Source: Created by author. 
 
 
 

Economic Implications 

As a third largest economy in the world, Japan has great economic influence in 

South East Asia. Thus, when increasingly engaging in the SCS issue, Tokyo will employ 

the economic instrument of national power to implement its policy towards the region. At 

that time, there will be a number of economic implications for the region that include 

enhanced economic ties between Japan and regional countries, more opportunities for 

marine economic cooperation in the SCS, and China’s use of economic instrument to 

influence the region on purpose of asserting its sovereign claim in the SCS. 

First, the economic relationship between Japan and regional countries can be 

boosted. On the basis of the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
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Agreement, Japan has inherently been an ASEAN’s important partner of trade and 

investment. Bilateral trade increased to USD 217.9 billion in 2017, “accounting for 8.5 

per cent of ASEAN’s total merchandise trade, and placing Japan as ASEAN’s fourth 

largest trading partner.”86 Additionally, Tokyo was the second Foreign Direct Investment 

(FDI) investor in 2017 “with FDI flows from Japan to ASEAN amounted to USD 13.2 

billion, accounting for 9.6 percent of total FDI flows to ASEAN.”87 Moreover, Japan has 

enjoyed fruitful economic relationships with ASEAN countries, especially claimants in 

the SCS. Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia are top trade partners of Japan in recent years.  

Based on trade and investment cooperation, Japan can promote economic ties 

with ASEAN members, focusing on the SCS relevant countries. Regional countries with 

the economic capability could achieve additional resources for defense purposes, 

including maritime law enforcement. Realistically, Japan has supported ASEAN 

countries to develop their economies through ODA. For example, Tokyo declared JPY 

750 billion in ODA to support to the Mekong region between 2017 and 2020.88 The 

claimants in the SCS with sufficient maritime capability will be confident to take part in 

FONOPs as well as joint patrols or joint training exercises with Japan in the SCS.  

Second, Japan’s engagement can create more opportunities for marine economic 

cooperation in the SCS. Oil and gas reserves have been the main cause of territorial 

disputes in the SCS. Therefore, countries outside the region see oil and gas exploitation 
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cooperation with any claimant, except China, as a sensitive matter. Foreign companies 

will encounter considerable pressure from China when exploring oil or gas with other 

claimant in the SCS. In 2007, British oil giant BP withdrew from some oil blocks in the 

SCS under China’s pressure.89 Additionally, in 2018, Rosneft Vietnam BV, a unit of 

Russian state oil firm Rosneft, was concerned that its recent drilling in the SCS could 

upset Beijing.90 Regional countries who have insufficient technological capability to 

exploit oil and gas face many difficulties in seeking partners for joint exploitation.  

Against the backdrop of Japan’s engagements in the SCS and its demand for 

energy, Tokyo, with advanced technology, can be an alternative for regional countries to 

work with. In August 2018, Vietnam signed “an agreement with two Japanese firms to 

develop gas reserves in the SCS in partnership with two Japanese oil firms, despite 

abandoning similar projects due to objections from China.”91 The agreement conveys a 

clear message to both China and the region that Japan will not yield under China’s 

pressure and will continue cooperating with other claimants in this field. Moreover, Japan 

can help regional countries develop their fishing industries. Japan has transferred its 
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fishing technologies to Vietnam to develop the tuna industry since 2015.92 Japan’s 

involvement in oil and gas exploitation and fishing industry cooperation in the SCS will 

have great impacts on developing the marine economy of regional countries. These 

cooperative activities are Japan’s first steps, and will be promoted and extended to other 

aspects of the marine economy in the future.  

Third, China can employ its economic instrument to influence and pressure 

regional countries. As the second largest economy in the world, China enjoys close 

economic cooperation with ASEAN members. ASEAN and China celebrated 15 years of 

their Strategic Partnership in 2018. Economic cooperation is the key area of bilateral 

strategic partnership on the basis of the ASEAN China Free Trade Agreement (ACFTA). 

According to China’s Customs Administration, China and ASEAN increased bilateral 

trade by 14.1 percent compared to 2017 and reached US$ 587.87 billion in 2018.93 

“China has been ASEAN’s top trading partner for 10 consecutive years.”94 Additionally, 

“By the end of 2018, China invested $89.01 billion in ASEAN and ASEAN invested 

$116.7 billion in China.”95 Moreover, China is also a key economic partner with a 
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majority of ASEAN members creates favorable conditions for Beijing to influence these 

countries through trade and investment.  

China used to employ its economic instrument to pressure regional countries 

pertaining to sovereignty claims in the SCS before. China signed trade deal of $13.5 

billion with the Philippines because Duterte sounded a note of reconciliation after a 

previous tense relationship due to PCA’s ruling about the SCS in 2016 and “he would 

end joint military exercises with the US.”96 In another development, China imposed a 

temporary economic embargo on Vietnam because of demonstrations against China’s oil 

rig deployment in the SCS in 2014.97 This incident pushed the relationship between 

Beijing and Hanoi into the lowest level since their border conflict in 1979. More 

seriously, China employed economic investment into ASEAN members as an effective 

weapon to influence and control decisions by this organization. In 2012, “for the first 

time in its 45-year history, ASEAN’s foreign ministers failed to issue a joint communiqué 

following their annual consultations.”98 The main reason was China’s increasing 

influence in Cambodia, especially when Beijing was one of the top investors in that 

country. Cambodia, as the host nation of the meeting, did not want to upset China with a 

joint communique that criticized Beijing related to the SCS issues.  
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Japan’s increasing engagement in the SCS makes a competition for influence 

between Tokyo and Beijing unavoidable. ASEAN members have a close economic 

relationship with both countries. Economic interests are an effective instrument that 

China will employ to influence regional countries. In the short term, China can delay 

economic cooperation with claimants in the SCS to force them to select China or Japan. 

Beijing can provide more economic interests to persuade ASEAN members not to 

support Japan’s presence in the SCS. Any mentioned-above scenario will put regional 

countries into a dilemma when they must balance economic and security matters.  

 
 

Table 2. Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Economic Implications 

 Current 
Probability 

Current 
Impact 

Future 
Probability 

Future 
Impact 

Economic relationship 
between Japan and regional 
countries can be boosted 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

Japan’s engagement can 
create more opportunities 
for marine economic 
cooperation in the SCS 

Likely Low Likely Medium 

China can employ economic 
instrument to influence and 
pressure regional countries 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

 
Source: Created by author. 
 
 
 

Diplomatic Implications 

Japan capitalizes on the diplomatic tool to create favorable conditions to promote 

its presence in the region. However, China also considers the diplomatic instrument to be 

an approach to influence other regional countries. In that context, the regional diplomatic 
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environment has been witnessing positive and negative changes from Japan’s 

involvement.  

Japan’s enhanced presence significantly improves the ties between Tokyo and 

ASEAN countries, especially claimants in the SCS. In recent years, Japan has continuously 

strengthened and upgraded the relationships with ASEAN countries who have territorial 

claims in the SCS. In 2017, Prime Minister of Vietnam Nguyen Xuan Phuc and his Japan’s 

counterpart Shinzo Abe reaffirmed their assertiveness to boost bilateral ties “in a 

comprehensive and extensive manner in a joint statement on deepening the two countries’ 

extensive strategic partnership.”99 In 2015, Japan and the Philippines “issued a joint 

declaration praising their ‘strengthened strategic partnership’ and issued an action plan to 

further it still.”100 According to this document, the two countries pledge to enhance 

cooperation in terms of defense, security, economics and infrastructure. In 2015, Japan and 

Malaysia declared the Joint Statement on Strategic Partnership, focusing on cooperation in 

multiple aspects, especially maritime security, to maintain regional peace and stability.101 

Japan actively participates in ASEAN-centered multilateral cooperation mechanisms. 

Tokyo is currently the key member of ASEAN forums that are organized based on the pillars 
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of defense-security, economics and socio-culture. These forums are not only a stage for Japan 

to raise its concern about regional security problems, but help Japan boost its diplomatic ties 

with ASEAN members as well. Through significant progress in bilateral and multilateral 

diplomatic ties between ASEAN countries and Japan, Tokyo has successfully forged 

relationships with key actors in the Southeast Asia generally and the SCS claimants 

particularly. Given Tokyo’s enhanced engagement in the SCS, the close connection between 

two sides will be a motivation for Japan to increase its diplomatic influence in the region in 

the time to come. The region will continue seeing positive shifts in the diplomatic field, 

especially when majority of ASEAN members expect to intensify their diplomatic relations 

with Japan that can pave the way for further cooperation in other aspects. 

Japan’s engagement in the region will partly consolidate and elevate the 

diplomatic and political status of ASEAN in the international arena. Given Japan’s 

successful involvement, powers and international organizations understand that 

enhancing diplomatic ties with ASEAN is an appropriate approach if they intend to have 

more engagements in regional issues, including the SCS territorial dispute. A Joint 

Statement on the 40th Anniversary of the Establishment of ASEAN-EU Dialogue 

Relations in 2017 stresses that EU supports ASEAN centrality in the regional 

mechanism.102 At the same time, “the EU appreciates ASEAN’s role as the driving force 

for, and its important contribution to, promoting dialogue, moderation and cooperation 
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for peace, security, stability and prosperity in the Asia-Pacific region and beyond.”103 

Additionally, EU recognizes “the importance of the respect for the rule of law, 

sovereignty and territorial integrity of States, maritime security and safety, freedom of 

navigation and overflight, peaceful resolution of disputes” that comply with international 

laws, including the UNCLOS 1982.104 A number of powers such as Canada, the U.K., 

and France have expressed their concern about the SCS issue regardless of opposition by 

China. These countries intend to intensify diplomatic relations with ASEAN, and assume 

a more important role in dealing with regional security threats.  

Japan’s engagements in the SCS, to some extent, have upgraded ASEAN’s 

position. The international community not only acknowledges ASEAN’s increased 

regional role but also embraces ASEAN’s perspective in addressing the SCS issue. It 

believes that with the enhanced presence by powers and international actors in the region, 

ASEAN’s diplomatic status will be cemented. Through ASEAN, developing countries 

such as Vietnam, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia will have opportunities to strengthen their 

diplomatic ties with countries outside the region and key international actors in the world.  

When it comes to negative implications, China can increase diplomatic tension 

and pressure on Japan and other regional countries. As a global power, China’s influence 

has never been underestimated by international community. More importantly, China 

shares land and sea borders with Southeast Asia. As a result, China has far greater 

diplomatic influence in Southeast Asia than other powers, especially when the U.S. has 
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paid more attention on counter-terrorism warfare in the Middle East and other global 

problems. In 2010, China put significant diplomatic pressure on Japan after the collision 

between a Chinese fishing trawler and two Japan Coast Guard vessels. “Beijing cancelled 

meetings and cultural exchanges, demanded apologies as well as compensation for holding 

him, and repeatedly summoned Japan’s ambassador.”105 China does not spare ASEAN 

countries from diplomatic pressure. After challenging China before an international 

tribunal, the Philippines made concessions when President Rodrigo Duterte officially 

declared that he did not want to impose this decision on China. “In the play of politics, 

now, I will set aside the arbitral ruling. I will not impose anything on China.”106 In 2017, 

President Duterte even canceled his planned visit to Thitu, a contested island in the SCS 

controlled by the Philippines, to raise the Philippine flag due to warning from China.107  

China has worked to put more pressure on regional countries pertaining to 

territorial dispute in the SCS. Beijing will definitely employ diplomacy as an effective 

way to contain Japan’s engagement. Possible diplomatic measures are anticipated to be 

more diversified, ranging from giving strong warnings to regional countries that support 

Japan to stopping ongoing COC negotiation to isolate and contain Japan in the region. If 
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COC is delayed, it will take a long time for both ASEAN and China to reactivate this 

negotiation process in the future. Under China’s pressure, ASEAN countries should 

consider the scenario that the failure to agree to COC will increase likelihood of a 

conflict escalating into warfare. 

 
 

Table 3. Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Diplomatic Implications 

 Current 
Probability 

Current 
Impact 

Future 
Probability 

Future 
Impact 

Japan’s enhanced presence 
significantly improves the ties 
between Tokyo and ASEAN 
countries 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

Japan’s engagement in the 
region will partly consolidate 
and elevate diplomatic and 
political status of ASEAN in 
international arena 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

China can increase diplomatic 
tension and pressure on 
Japan and other regional 
countries 

Likely Low Likely Medium 

 
Source: Created by author. 
 
 
 

Chapter Summary 

Japan’s enhanced engagement in the SCS will present positive and negative 

implications for the region in terms of security, economics, and diplomacy. In order to 

have a relatively accurate evaluation of impacts from Japan’s increased involvement in 

the SCS, the thesis provides two tables that help the reader better understand and 

visualize current and future probability/impact of each implication.  
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Table 4. Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Positive Implications 

 Current 
Probability 

Current 
Impact 

Future 
Probability 

Future 
Impact 

Japan’s active and 
responsible involvement in the 
SCS issues will contribute to 
peace and stability in the 
region. 

Likely Medium Very Likely Medium 

Japan’s behavior will 
encourage other powers to 
take additional responsibility 
in the SCS issue. 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

Economic relationship 
between Japan and regional 
countries can be boosted 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

Japan’s engagement can 
create more opportunities for 
marine economic cooperation 
in the SCS 

Likely Low Likely Medium 

Japan’s enhanced presence 
significantly improves the ties 
between Tokyo and ASEAN 
countries 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

Japan’s engagement in the 
region will partly consolidate 
and elevate diplomatic and 
political status of ASEAN in 
international arena 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

 
Source: Created by author. 
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Table 5. Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Negative Implications 

 Current 
Probability 

Current 
Impact 

Future 
Probability 

Future 
Impact 

A possible miscalculation 
between China and Japan due 
to insufficient self-restraint 
will have negative impacts on 
regional security 

Likely High Very Likely High 

China can conduct unilateral 
actions to complicate regional 
security 

Likely High Very Likely High 

China can employ economic 
instrument to influence and 
pressure regional countries 

Likely Medium Likely Medium 

China can increase diplomatic 
tension and pressure on Japan 
and other regional countries 

Likely Low Likely Medium 

 
Source: Created by author. 

 
 
 
According to the above Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Positive 

Implications and Probability/Impact Evaluation Table of Negative Implications, Japan’s 

enhanced engagements in the SCS can bring positive and negative effects for the region. 

It is noticeable that the impact of positive implications is anticipated not to increase in the 

future. Meanwhile, negative implications will be very likely to happen and have more 

impacts in a long term. These tables will be an important foundation for the author to 

make proper recommendations for relevant parties in Chapter 5 to take full advantage of 

Japan’s engagement in the SCS, hereby preserving peace and stability in the region.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

Conclusion 

China has been increasingly more assertive over its territorial claims in the SCS. In 

the past 10 years, China conducted multiple activities in the SCS as mentioned earlier in 

previous chapters. In light of unilateral actions by China, the SCS dispute has become a 

tension spot for the region. Although Beijing and ASEAN are currently negotiating the 

COC in the SCS, many experts and scholars assume that “China will never give up an inch 

of its territory.”108 Meanwhile, other key claimants like Vietnam and the Philippines 

expressed their rigid positions relating to territorial sovereignty. “It (Vietnam) has become 

one of the strongest opponents of Beijing's efforts to assert itself in the area.”109 Under 

pressure from the public opinion due to softened position over the SCS, President Rodrigo 

Duterte declared that “he wants to take on a stronger stance in the SCS dispute.”110 As a 

result, regional countries will take additional time to approach an abiding agreement that 

can curb possible tensions due to territorial sovereignty in the region.     
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Many countries have currently been interested in the SCS as a key SLOC. Japan 

is one of the powers that has actively engaged in the SCS issue. Through analysis and 

evaluation in previous chapters, it is argued that apart from assisting and sharing security 

burdens with the U.S., Japan’s national interests are the main reason for its increased 

involvement in the region. With its own power and support from the U.S., Tokyo has 

initially succeeded in promoting influence in the SCS through multiple effective 

solutions, ranging from strengthening bilateral ties with claimants, except China, to 

continually participating in multilateral forums in the region to raise its significant 

concern about the SCS issue. Japan’s increased presence has partly restrained China’s 

aggressive expansion in the SCS, accordingly contributing to maintaining peace and 

stability in the region. Vietnam Prime Minister, Nguyen Xuan Phuc, emphasized Tokyo’s 

role in the SCS by declaring that Vietnam hopes “Japan continues to demonstrate its role 

and responsibility, together with the international community, to support and contribute 

to the security, safety, freedom of navigation and aviation, to maintain peace and 

stability, bringing prosperity” to the SCS and Asia-Pacific region.111 

Japan’s increasing involvement in the SCS has positive and negative impacts on 

the region in terms of security, economics and diplomacy. Positive implications are 

outweighing negative ones in a short term. However, given a strong and comprehensive 

emergence of China, Beijing will never make concession to its sovereignty claims in the 

SCS. China will have more rigid actions in the medium and long term. At that time, the 
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negative effects of Japan’s engagement in the SCS will be predominant. As a result, this 

thesis makes a number of recommendations for Japan to maximize positive effects and 

limit negative effects from Tokyo’s increased presence in the region. Accordingly, Japan 

can play its active and responsible role in assisting regional countries to maintain peace 

and stability in the SCS as well as achieve its strategic objectives.   

Recommendations for Japan 

Given similar and different objectives and different positions in the SCS issue, it 

is impossible to make the same recommendation to all relevant parties in the SCS. “Each 

great power has different levels of strategic interest and commitments to the SCS 

issue.”112 Instead, to ensure that recommendations can work in reality, the thesis will 

focus on what Japan should do to motivate claimants in the SCS and other powers outside 

the region to take more responsibility in maintaining peace and stability in the SCS. 

Japan 

As the main actor in this thesis, apart from pursuing its interests, Japan could 

encounter increasing challenges when engaging in the SCS issue. As a result, to achieve 

its objectives with minimum negative effects, Japan should focus on following solutions: 

First, Japan should frame a transparent and consistent strategy towards the SCS 

issue. Japan has just begun its involvement in the SCS in recent years. Prime Minister 
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Abe has been significantly concerned about the SCS since he took office in 2012. 

However, Tokyo has not issued any official strategy or policy pertaining to its 

engagement in the SCS. Thus, a few regional countries are skeptical of Japan’s enduring 

commitment to the SCS issues, especially when a new administration in Japan will be 

established in 2021. At that time, it is unpredictable whether the newly elected Prime 

Minister will prioritize Tokyo’s increased presence in the SCS. In that circumstance, 

Japan needs an official strategy towards the SCS issue that works as a guideline for the 

country in the long term. Moreover, a transparent and consistent strategy will convince 

regional countries of Japan’s enduring commitment to the SCS issue. This is necessary 

when other claimants are observing China’s strong reaction to Japan’s increased presence 

in the SCS. “Japan is not politically influential nor powerful, or persuasive enough to 

form a unified will of Japan and ASEAN” to encounter an emergent China.113 

Second, Japan should closely work with other relevant countries, especially the 

U.S. and ASEAN countries. ASEAN countries expect Japan to contain China’s ambition 

in the SCS. However, these countries are afraid that Tokyo’s engagement can eliminate 

diplomatic efforts to negotiate COC. “Some countries might be concerned about 

intervention by an outsider in the issues that would complicate the negotiation process on 

the COC between ASEAN and China.”114 As a result, Japan’s involvement in the SCS 

will better work if Tokyo regularly coordinates with ASEAN countries to convince them 

to support Japan’s activities in the region. Additionally, it is noted that Japan’s enhanced 
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presence in the SCS depends on U.S. strategy towards the region. Thus, Japan’s 

government should motivate Washington to demonstrate its commitments in the SCS. 

Support from ASEAN countries and the U.S. will create more favorable conditions for 

Japan’s increased presence.  

Third, Japan should consider formation of COC between Japan and China to 

control a possible collision in the sea. Based on analysis and valuation in previous 

chapters, Japan’s increased engagement in the SCS will pose risks to security in the 

region because this action can upset China. Given China’s assertiveness and power, a 

collision can cause a conflict at sea between China and Japan. As a result, Code for 

Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES) is a feasible approach for two countries. A CUES 

was adopted by the Western Pacific Naval Symposium in 2014. However, “the non-

legally binding document with unclear geographical scope which only applies to naval 

vessels and aircraft” is not suitable to apply in the SCS where disputed waters are not 

resolved and majority of incidents involve civilian law enforcement.115 If Japan and 

China sign an abiding CUES or participate in a multilateral abiding CUES in the 

framework of ASEAN, it will be the most effective mechanism to manage a possible 

conflict in the region. On the other hand, Tokyo should not exhibit hasty behaviors that can 

provoke China. At that time, Beijing can execute unilateral actions that possibly damage 

previous efforts of negotiation and create additional security threats for the region.      
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Claimants in the South China Sea 

The stance of claimants in the SCS plays the most important role to Japan’s 

enhanced presence in the SCS. Due to various interests and objectives in the region, 

China and other claimants have different positions about engagements by outsiders. 

Consequently, this discrepancy impacts on figuring out recommendations for Japan in the 

light of Tokyo’s involvement in the SCS.  

When it comes to China, it is a major claimant in the SCS. It is arguable that the 

complicated situation in the SCS mainly originates from Beijing’s unilateral and 

aggressive in recent years. China is always frustrated with any engagement in the SCS 

issue from outsiders like Japan. Beijing has repeatedly declared that it will employ all 

means to protect its territorial sovereignty. However, China also understands that any 

misstep over a collision at sea with Japan backed by the U.S. is not a wise decision at this 

moment. In order to avoid an unexpected scenario in the region, Japan, through bilateral 

ties and multilateral regional forums, should raise its voice and encourage China to 

respect international law, especially UNCLOS 1982, related to the right to conduct 

freedom of navigation in international waters. It could be difficult to persuade China 

because this country declared that the ruling by PCA “is null and void and has no binding 

force” and described the PCA as a “law-abusing tribunal” with “widely contested 

jurisdiction.”116 Moreover, Japan should closely coordinate with China and stakeholders 

to control possible tension, including signing a mentioned-above CUES. Realistically, the 
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U.S. and China signed an MOU on Air and Maritime Encounters in 2014 and that can be 

an example for a CUES in the SCS between Japan and China.117 Lastly, through different 

channels, Japan should warn China to carefully consider executing unilateral and bullying 

actions to aggressively contain Japan’s presence in the region. Such actions can escalate 

the tension which can in turn affect the peace and security in the region.  

Regarding other claimants, the majority of these states support the increased 

involvement of Japan that can help them contain China’s ambition in the region. 

However, these countries are significantly concerned about China’s strong responses to 

Japan’s presence that can have negative impact on regional security environment and 

bilateral relations with Beijing. Japan should play an active role in convincing other 

claimants to reach a consensus of supporting Japan’s role in the SCS. The official 

position of these countries can convey a strong message to China about their 

assertiveness in territorial claim. Moreover, Japan should provide further support in 

maritime capability building to other claimants (most of whom are ASEAN members) 

that can help these countries take more responsibility in dealing with possible risks 

between China and Japan. With sufficient capability, other claimants could create a 

balance of power in the region to curb China’s expansion. Last but not least, Japan should 

encourage ASEAN, based on available multilateral forums, to employ additional 

mechanisms like ADMM Plus, Shangri La Dialogue, and EAS that possibly address 

collisions at sea, thereby becoming mechanisms for all countries, including China and 
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Japan, to discuss their mutual concerns. A proper mechanism with the participation of all 

relevant parties will help de-escalate tension between China and Japan in the SCS.  

Other Powers 

It is noted that Japan’s engagement in the SCS is closely related with the policy 

towards this water by other powers including the U.S., India and Australia. These 

countries, especially the U.S. are significantly interested in the SCS dispute and expect to 

contain China’s expansion, thereby maintaining peace and stability in the region. Japan, 

through its role and influence in the region, can work and convince these powers to 

support Japan in the SCS. 

First, Japan should urge these countries to build a consistent strategy or policy on 

the SCS issue. A clear strategy is necessary because it demonstrates long-term 

commitments in the region. The shift of Philippines’ foreign policy partly originates from 

the uncertainty of U.S. policy towards the SCS in the past years. Regional countries, like 

the Philippines, want to be prepared for a possible contingency in the future.118 

Additionally, Australia does not have any direct national interests in the SCS. Moreover, 

the close economic relationship between China and Australia is another obstacle that 

makes regional players skeptical of Canberra’s assertiveness in the SCS issues. India has 

been implementing its Act East Policy; however, due to limited resources, this policy 

does not really work in Southeast Asia. It is clear that given the uncertainty in policy, 

there is no guarantee that these outsiders will maintain their position in the future under 
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following administrations. At that time, Japan and other claimants can be put into a 

dilemma in the SCS. 

Second, Japan needs to strengthen coordination with the U.S., India and Australia 

to curb China’s expansion in the SCS. The Trump Administration has noted that “the Indo-

Pacific strategy is perceived with certain difference by its major participants, including the 

U.S., India, Japan, Australia and ASEAN states.”119 A formal strategy has been formed 

when President Trump introduced “the strategic concept of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific 

Strategy” in 2017 at APEC meeting in Vietnam.120 With this strategy, India, the U.S., 

Japan, and Australia will support ASEAN members to enhance their capability to contain 

China in the region. However, in order to realize this strategy given China’s increased 

confidence, the U.S., India, Australia and Japan should make utmost efforts to promote 

capacity building programs for regional countries to counterbalance China. According to 

the conventional balance of power politics, nations outside the region can “strengthen their 

alliance and alignment to counterbalance China’s assertiveness by issuing political 

statements regarding the stability and their potential involvement in the SCS.”121 The close 

coordination between powers can make China deliberately consider likely consequences 

when conducting aggressive action against Japan and other claimants. 
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Third, Japan, through allied relationship with the US, should require Washington 

to support Tokyo and sustain Washington’s commitments to engage in the region. A 

current problem between the U.S. and Japan is whether Washington and Tokyo will 

sustain the same approach towards China in the future.122 Many Japanese experts and 

officials are concerned that the U.S. can change its priority about maritime security 

anytime. Given the fact that every defense and security cooperation needs permission 

from the U.S., Japan’s involvement in the SCS will encounter difficulties without support 

from Washington. As a result, “Better policy coordination would enable the allies to 

avoid redundancies in their regional outreach and reduce gaps in individual efforts.”123 

Moreover, collaboration will enable the U.S. to “have a better sense of the role Japan is 

willing to play and therefore be more confident in Japan taking stronger, more 

autonomous roles in security issues.”124 

Parting Thoughts 

Through analysis and evaluation in 5 chapters, Japan has been shaping a 

comprehensive strategy towards the SCS issues. However, the research has been 

conducted when there is not any official reference of Japan’s strategy towards the SCS. The 

author’s analysis is mainly based on available research by various authors and information 

from mass media. Thus, this thesis does not address a number of important questions such 

as: When will Japan officially publish its strategy towards the SCS? Are there new ways or 
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means that Japan can apply in the future to further engage in the SCS? What will be 

Japan’s position about the SCS issue after the Abe Administration? How will security 

cooperation evolve between Japan and ASEAN members over the long term given 

increasing pressure from an emergent China? This leaves open the window for other 

authors to continue research about this topic and answer the aforementioned questions.  
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