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Vietnam continues to drill oil in the disputed South China Sea despite strong 

reservations by China. It has led to the cancellation of much awaited Vietnam-China 

4th Border Defense Friendly Exchange, which was to be held from June 20-22, 2017 in 

the northern border province of Lai Chau and China’s Yunnan province.1 South China 

Sea is a disputed area for a very long period of time. There are conflicting claims over 

both maritime boundaries and resources and islands within ASEAN countries and also 

with China. The recent ASEAN summit held on April 29, 2017 saw a softening stance 

on China being adopted with respect to the South China Sea but no progress has been 

made practically, in fact relations have again starting to deteriorate. On the other 

hand, interestingly Vietnam and the Philippines have effectively resumed intra ASEAN 

confidence building measures on the South China Sea. 

On June 22, the Philippines and Vietnam did the third iteration of their naval personnel interactions on 

Southwest Cay in the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea.2  China, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, 

Brunei and Taiwan, all have competing claims3 especially on the Spratly Island. China’s claim on the 

Spratly Island is backed by its historical linkages with the island, while Vietnam discredits China’s 

historical aspect. The other main claimant is the Philippines, which calls upon its geographical proximity 

to the Spratly Islands as the integral basis of its claim for part of the grouping.4 Previously, the 

Philippines has chosen a combination of confrontational language and high-profile legal protestation, 

supported by strong military alliance with Washington, while Vietnam has mostly relied on low-key, 

patient bilateral diplomacy to push for joint-development designs with China.5 
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Vietnam and the Philippines are steadily growing their alliance. Both countries, in recent times, have 

developed strategic partnership, which provides not only impetus to political-security cooperation but 

also towards economic development especially with regard to trade and investment.6 Furthermore, the 

ongoing developments in the South China Sea with respect to Spratly Islands have implications on China, 

as the Philippines and Vietnam also have conflicting claims on the islands, but now they are conducting 

joint naval exercises on the disputed islands.   Cancellation of the 4th Border Defense Friendly Exchange 

between China and Vietnam is clear signal of an arising rift. 

China is investing its energy to enhance its maritime presence and has recently launched Asia’s most 

advanced naval warship. This 055 naval destroyer7 ship is similar in size to the US Navy’s Arleigh Burke 

class ships.8 This is a massive step for China to counter US’s presence in the South China Sea and the 

Indian Ocean. South China Sea holds immense importance for China as it is crucial to the Chinese 

increasing maritime position in Asia. China is working towards countering the US in the region and 

stance of Vietnam and the Philippines is also crucial as Vietnam is China’s largest rival in the maritime 

realm. Vietnam can also be used as leverage by the US against confrontation with China. Even with a 

fickle history between them, Vietnam makes good logic as a partner for the US on the South China Sea. 

Historic and current tensions between Vietnam and China are heightened in discrepancies, particularly 

with regards to maritime resources. The US can work to support the Vietnamese claims to strengthen 

relationships and counter Chinese presence.9 

The ascendance of Rodrigo Duterte to the President of Philippines changed the dynamics of alliances of 

the Philippines from the US towards China. In 2016, he announced separation from the US and decided 

to realign towards China.10 However, no significance progress has been made in the relationship with 
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China. On the other hand, the recent joint exercises with Vietnam raise big questions for China on the 

future relations between both countries.  

As China looks outwards after announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), every development 

within ASEAN is of significance to China, as it wants to counter America’s presence in the region and also 

looks to enhance its maritime presence in the South China Sea. The US will always be anxious with 

developments in the South China Sea, and will keenly search for options to check China’s maneuvers to 

solidify itself as the central regional power. This makes Vietnam and the Philippines important allies to 

be kept with.  

The main challenge for China is to maintain friendly relations with both Vietnam and the Philippines 

because any bones of contention, however, small will only serve to cause impediments in its greater 

goal of becoming an even larger economic. Maintaining friendly relations with both countries will also 

mean that they cannot be used as leverage against Chinese progress in the region. 

 

 


