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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

• The rise of China’s power and influence had for a long time been re-
garded as beneficent in general. The closeness between Southeast 
Asia and China has led to an expanding and tight relationship through 
infrastructure, investments and aid.

• However, as China’s power and influence begin to be expressed 
through military might and growing assertiveness in its maritime claims, 
what was once regarded in Southeast Asia as a blessing is now looked 
upon by many as a threat. 

• In the face of actual or potential Chinese competition, the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) sought regional economic inte-
gration and also concluded free-trade-area agreements with several of 
its leading trading partners, including China.

• Current debates speculate a bifurcated landscape for the Asia-Pacific 
region into competing U.S. and Chinese “spheres of influence.” The 
Chinese, in particular, have ascribed to the view that the U.S. sees 
China as a rival for leadership in the Asia-Pacific region. Many Southeast 
Asians, but not all, seem to agree with this view.
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• Although a united ASEAN will be in the interest of both China and 
the U.S., ASEAN’s involvement in the Sino-American competition may 
have divided ASEAN. How irrevocably this division will be depends on 
the wisdom and skill of diplomats and decision-makers in China, the 
United States and ASEAN member-states.

• China’s upward path cannot be guaranteed though. It is beset by prob-
lems such as the growing income gap; the widening development dis-
parity between its coastal south-eastern provinces and the relatively 
neglected land-locked western ones; environmental pollution; pres-
sure to uphold human rights, etc.  These problems, which are many 
and difficult to resolve, render uncertain China’s domestic and interna-
tional destiny, including its future relations with Southeast Asia.

• China will have to weigh the costs of its increasing interests and am-
bitions in Southeast Asia. How China’s rise in the region will further 
develop depends on the diplomatic, political, economic and military 
calculus of China’s decision-makers and those of its neighbours and 
putative rivals.

INTRODUCTION: CHINA’S RISE

Perhaps future records of world history will show that the most significant develop-
ment during the decade preceding and following the turn of the 21st century will be 
the rise of China in political, diplomatic, economic and military terms. Statistics sup-
port this notion. The most telling, and simplest, is the percentage increase in China’s 
gross domestic product. 

According to the World Bank, China’s GDP grew steadily faster in the first dec-
ade of the 21st century — by 7.6 per cent in 1999 and 14.2 per cent in 2007. No 
doubt, this pace slowed a bit to 9.3 per cent in 2011, but that may have been partly 
because of the global recession, or one may quibble about the reliability of Chinese 
statistics, but it is still impressive by any measure.1 Many commentators place much 
emphasis on the announcement that China overtook Japan in 2010 as the world’s 
second largest economy (after the U. S.). 

The rise of China’s power and influence in the world has had a profound strategic 
impact on Southeast Asia. In the face of actual or potential Chinese competition, the 

1 World Bank Database
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Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) sought regional economic integra-
tion and also concluded free-trade-area agreements with several of its leading trad-
ing partners, including China.

Its impact has been, at this stage, regarded as beneficent in general. As long 
as China projected itself as a growing market, an important source of investment, 
a tourism partner, and a provider of “no-strings” development aid, Southeast Asia 
considered itself fortunate in having her as a close neighbour. This closeness has 
included China’s expanding and tighter relationship with ASEAN through infrastruc-
ture, investments  and aid with the mainland countries of Southeast Asia.

However, as China’s power and influence begin to be expressed through military 
might and perceived growing assertiveness in its maritime claims, what was once 
regarded in Southeast Asia as a blessing is now looked upon as a threat. 

CHINA AS ASEAN’S COMPETITOR 

In the late 1980s, it became clear that China’s radical policies of “reform and opening-
up” and “four modernisations”, initiated and pushed by Deng Xiaoping were bearing 
fruit. In particular, China began to emerge as a formidable competitor in Southeast 
Asia’s traditional markets and presented global investors with a much more massive 
domestic market than Southeast Asia’s fragmented ones.

China was perceived as siphoning foreign direct investments from Southeast 
Asia and the then-Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Hsien Loong, warned in 
November 2002:

Southeast Asian countries are under intense competitive pressure, as 
their former activities, especially labour-intensive manufacturing, migrate 
to China. One indicator of this massive shift is the fact that Southeast 
Asia used to attract twice as much foreign direct investment as Northeast 
Asia, but the ratio is [now] reversed.2

2 John Ravenhill: “Is China an Economic Threat to Southeast Asia?” in Asian Survey, Vol. XLVI, No. 5, Septem-
ber/October 2006, pages 653-674 (http://tailieu.tapchithoidai.org/Is_China_Threat_AsianSurvey.pdf)

http://tailieu.tapchithoidai.org/Is_China_Threat_AsianSurvey.pdf
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Figure 1: FDI Inflows to ASEAN and China, 1979-2011 (Source: UNCTAD)
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As Figure 1 shows, the trend started in 1993. Not only has China attracted massive 
amounts of foreign investments, it has also increased its trade with the rest of the 
world. As a percentage of GDP, China’s external trade rose steadily, from 37.7 per 
cent in 1999 to 70.6 per cent in 2006, with a downturn starting the following year, 
presumably due to the onset of the economic shrinkage of her developed-country 
markets. However, figures from 2010 and 2011 indicate that we may be seeing the 
beginnings of a recovery in the role played by foreign trade in China’s economy.3 
There is also increasing talk about the internationalisation of the renminbi.

Many estimates also note the spectacular and steady rise in China’s defence 
expenditures. This accumulation of Chinese capability and recent signs of China’s 
willingness to deploy military assets in enforcing territorial or maritime claims cannot 
but have an impact on the neighbouring region of Southeast Asia. After all, we have 
to take into account the reality that Southeast Asia, while abundant in natural and hu-
man resources with strategic locations, consists of relatively weak states. Moreover, 
many old allies and traditional economic partners of Southeast Asian countries are 
perceived to be on the decline, at least relatively speaking.

3 World Bank Database.
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SOUTHEAST ASIA’S RESPONSE

In the late 1980s, Southeast Asian countries began initiatives promoting regional 
economic integration. This was partly in response to China’s economic rise. The 
flagship agreement in this new direction was the treaty on a Common Effective 
Preferential Tariff scheme for an ASEAN Free Trade Area (CEPT/AFTA), which was 
concluded in 1992. The treaty called for the reduction of tariffs on intra-ASEAN trade 
in time-bound tranches and the abolition of quantitative restrictions and other non-
tariff barriers to trade in time-specific ways. 

An ASEAN agreement in January 2003 provided for the eventual elimination of 
tariffs on intra-ASEAN trade. The ASEAN governments agreed on a common set of 
tariff nomenclatures both to make it easier for their countries’ companies to trade with 
one another and for themselves to strike trade deals as a group with other countries. 
The idea was to make Southeast Asia, with its vast combined consumer base, attrac-
tive to foreign direct investments again in the face of China’s economic onslaught. 
Investments, in turn, would generate jobs, increase incomes, raise productivity, bring 
in expertise and technology, encourage greater competition, and lower costs and 
prices.

However, ASEAN bureaucrats and country policy-makers knew that trade lib-
eralisation through tariff-reduction and elimination was not enough to integrate the 
region’s economies. Thus, they concluded an ASEAN agreement adopting a uniform 
set of tariff nomenclatures. These were meant to harmonise product standards, pro-
vide for increasing numbers of mutual recognition arrangements, reform and coordi-
nate customs procedures, liberalise trade in services, ease transport and logistics, 
protect and jointly promote investments, and so on. Although the aspirations and 
commitments of the signatories embodied in these agreements point in the direction 
of closer regional economic integration, domestic political obstacles stood in the way 
of the timely fulfilment of most of these specific measures.

ASEAN also partnered with China, Japan, South Korea, India, and Australia 
and New Zealand through “free-trade area” (FTA),  “Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership” (CEP) or “Comprehensive Economic Cooperation” (CEC) agreements. 
Some Southeast Asian countries separately concluded such agreements bilaterally 
with individual partners. 

ASEAN PLUS THREE

In this spirit, ASEAN has sought especially strong links with its major Northeast Asian 
neighbours — China, Japan and South Korea. What has come to be known as the 
‘ASEAN Plus Three’ process started at the summit level when Malaysia invited lead-
ers of the three Northeast Asian countries to Kuala Lumpur to the ASEAN Summit 
in December 1997. This process, in turn, has its roots in a proposal made during 
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a dinner in December 1990, hosted by Malaysia’s then Prime Minister, Mahathir 
Mohamad,in honour of China’s then-Premier, Li Peng. The initial proposal called for 
East Asia to have its own economic “caucus”. It did not gain traction in ASEAN 
presumably because of the lack of prior consultation with other key decision-makers 
of the association and perhaps also because of its exclusive nature. It had to be wa-
tered down several times.

Nevertheless, as Southeast Asians saw the benefits of more intensive interaction 
with their richer and more-powerful neighbours to the north, the concept of ASEAN 
Plus Three, subsequently pushed by South Korea under then-President Kim Dae 
Jung, gradually but steadily gained acceptance. It now has a large and growing num-
ber of ministerial and other forums and working groups in multiplying areas of coop-
eration. Since 1997, ASEAN leaders have been meeting at least once a year with 
their counterparts from China, Japan and South Korea, together and individually.

The centrepiece of the ASEAN Plus Three cooperation is the Chiang Mai Initiative 
(CMI) from May 2000. The CMI was initially conceived as a “network” of bilateral 
currency swop and re-purchase agreements meant to ward off future speculative at-
tacks on East Asian currencies. Such speculative attacks had been blamed partly for 
the 1997-8 financial crisis. In that crisis, China refrained from engaging in “competi-
tive devaluation” with Southeast Asian countries, giving Southeast Asia and ASEAN 
another reason for welcoming and lauding China as an economic partner. The CMI 
was “multilateralised” formally in March 2010, with ASEAN Plus Three changing 
CMI’s initials to CMIM (‘Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralisation’).

 Courted (or badgered) by Chinese diplomacy, and noting China’s increasing 
demand for their raw materials and intermediate manufactured goods, Southeast 
Asian governments began moving closer to the People’s Republic, each in its own 
way. Chinese trade with ASEAN as a whole grew about nine fold in just ten years, 
from a little less than US$32 billion in 2001 to about US$280.4 billion in 2011,4 with 
most ASEAN countries recording trade surpluses with China. Chinese investments 
in Southeast Asia increased even more, from a meagre US$144 million in 2001 to 
more than one and a half billion US dollars in 2009, and that includes only officially 
reported investments.5 In 2001, less than 2.5 million Chinese visited Southeast Asia; 
by 2011, the figure had swollen to 7.3 million.6

As in other regions, these figures, of course, have to be taken with a grain of salt. 
They have to be viewed with certain facts in mind. One fact is that, while they apply 
to Southeast Asia in the aggregate, they are spread extremely unevenly among the 
ten ASEAN members. Another is the diversity among the individual countries, which 
supply the data, and even among agencies within each of them, in using different 

4 Figures up to 2009 are from ASEAN Statistical Yearbook 2010. For 2010 and 2011, the data are from                                                            
http://www.asean.org/images/2013/resources/statistics/external_trade/table19.pdf.

5 ASEAN Statistical Yearbook 2010.

6 Figures up to 2009 are from ASEAN Statistical Yearbook 2010. For 2010 and 2011, the data are from http://
www.asean.org/images/pdf/resources/statistics/table%2029%20n.pdf.
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bases when arriving at the figures. Some figures can also be politically manipulated. 
Nevertheless, the statistics, such as they are, do indicate the extent to which ASEAN-
China economic relations have expanded and, just as importantly, are perceived to 
have expanded.  

CHINESE INROADS

At the same time, Beijing, apparently wielding its new power and the growing links 
with China’s southern neighbours, seems to have undertaken a deliberate effort 
to make inroads into weak and vulnerable states, including those in neighbouring 
Southeast Asia like Laos and Cambodia.

Chinese financing has helped Laos spread electricity to remote villages through 
its prominent participation in that country’s hydropower sector. It has played an im-
portant role in the re-activation in November 2012 of the Sayabouri dam project, 
which had been long delayed because of its potentially adverse environmental im-
pact not only in Laos itself but also in the downstream countries of Cambodia and 
Vietnam. The construction of a 418-kilometer railway line linking Vientiane with the 
Chinese network could begin next year. China is also involved in the development of 
365 hectares of land in Laos into a commercial, residential and tourism complex, a 
project that started in December 2011. 

In Cambodia, Chinese companies are participating in a US$11.2-billion deal to 
build a new railway, port and steel factory. The railway is expected to run 400 kilome-
tres from the steel plant in northern Preah Vihear province to the port in Koh Kong in 
the southwest. Another major project entails Chinese help in restoring Cambodia’s 
National Road No. 62, which links the country’s northern border to Phnom Penh.

According to International Rivers, China has been involved in the construction of 
220 large dams in 49 countries. Half of these dams are in Southeast Asia, includ-
ing the Kamchay and Sambor dams in Cambodia and the Shweli dam, the largest in 
Myanmar. We also have the series of dams built by the Chinese in the upper reaches 
of the Mekong, which were planned, developed and constructed without consulta-
tion with or, perhaps, even information to the downstream countries of Myanmar, 
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, although the people of these countries 
stood to have their lives and livelihoods affected by the construction and operation 
of China’s upstream dams. 

In 2010, ASEAN leaders adopted the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 
(MPAC). China’s support for the Master Plan presents one more opportunity for con-
necting, quite literally, with ASEAN. Clearly, Chinese officials recognise this, as dem-
onstrated by the recent establishment of the Chinese Committee on China-ASEAN 
Connectivity. The challenge is in reconciling the imperative of showing support for 
MPAC and the need not to raise expectations to excessively high levels, especially 
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in the light of the enormous financial resources and the difficult domestic measures 
that the MPAC calls for.

China has taken care to ensure that its investments and “aid” are highly visible 
in appearance and popular impact — sports stadiums, highways, vehicle and pedes-
trian overpasses, railways, bridges, dams, and so on. China has turned over to the 
Cambodian government, for example, a new foreign-ministry building and the edifice 
housing the offices of the Cambodian Prime Minister in Phnom Penh. It has proposed 
dredging portions of the Mekong River which impede navigation in that waterway — 
blowing up rapids, for instance — despite warnings that such dredging might alter 
international boundaries. 

Not least, Chinese “aid” is apparently unhampered and rendered attractive to its 
recipients by the fact that it comes with no conditions related to such notions as de-
mocracy, human rights, religious freedom, the environment, the treatment of labour, 
the protection of intellectual property, and the guarantee of foreign investments, all 
of which require difficult domestic reforms that few putative recipients are willing to 
undertake and are often imposed by other donor-governments under domestic po-
litical pressures. The Chinese are also more flexible than others in carrying out their 
projects in Southeast Asia and, presumably, elsewhere.

Institutionally, China remains heavily engaged with Southeast Asia, especially 
with the region’s mainland. It is active in the Greater Mekong Sub-region frame-
work supported by the Asian Development Bank. It is an observer (with access to 
information and a presence in discussions) in the Vientiane-headquartered Mekong 
River Commission but not a member (with responsibilities and commitments). It, and 
no other non-ASEAN country, meets annually with ASEAN ministers in the ASEAN 
Mekong Basin Development Cooperation forum.

Every year, an ASEAN trade fair is organised in Nanning, the Chinese provincial 
capital geographically closest to an ASEAN national capital (Hanoi). China was the 
first country to propose and conclude a “free-trade area” agreement with ASEAN as 
a group. It was the first non-ASEAN state to become party to the ASEAN-led Treaty 
of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia. It has proclaimed its readiness, the only 
one of the five officially recognised nuclear-weapon states to do so, to sign the pro-
tocol associating signatories with the ASEAN-centred treaty on the Southeast Asia 
Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone (SEANWFZ). Beijing has an ambassador to ASEAN 
permanently resident in Jakarta and separate from its ambassador to Indonesia, one 
of only four such envoys, the others being the United States, Japan and South Korea. 
Beijing is one of only three capitals to host an ASEAN Centre. This was launched 
very recently.

Meanwhile, the economic troubles ravaging Japan, parts of Europe and, to some 
extent, the U.S. have put into question the future of these countries’ traditional roles 
as Southeast Asia’s major markets and sources of investment, technology, expertise, 
tourists and development aid.
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REVERSING PERCEPTIONS OF A BENIGN CHINA

Some Southeast Asian states perceive China’s assertive stance on territorial and 
maritime jurisdictional disputes in the East China Sea and the South China Sea, 
demonstrated especially in military terms, as a threat. One manifestation of this more-
assertive posture has been the discovery in the early 1990s of Chinese structures on 
Mischief Reef, a submerged feature that is less than 200 nautical miles west of the 
main Philippine archipelago. Another is China’s escalating dispute with Japan over 
the Senkaku/Diaoyu group of land features in the East China Sea currently held by 
Japan. There was, also, the seizure by Chinese forces of the Scarborough Shoal area 
from the Philippines. 

Earlier serious incidents include the violent expulsion of Vietnamese forces from 
the Paracels in 1974 by China, and the defeat of Vietnam in a 1988 naval battle in 
the South China Sea between the two countries, a victory that enabled Beijing to 
establish its first permanent foothold in the Spratlys. More recently, the Vietnamese 
have repeatedly reiterated the incident of the fishing boat that they claim was shot at 
by Chinese forces in the South China Sea in March 2013.

China-financed transportation links between southern China and northern 
Southeast Asia, once welcomed as facilitating trade and other economic linkages, 
are now examined for their military potential. The new Southeast Asian attitude seems 
to have given momentum to ASEAN’s new interest in maritime security.

In general, this Southeast Asian threat perception has apparently begun to re-
verse, or at least marred, the image that the People’s Republic had been assiduously 
cultivating over the years — that of a “good neighbour” with only the benign intention 
of helping its needy neighbours and being a useful partner to all. It seems to have 
dissipated the goodwill that China had been seeking patiently to inculcate in its back-
yard and in much of the world over the years.  

U.S. STRATEGY OF RE-BALANCING

Current debates speculate a bifurcated landscape for the Asia-Pacific region into 
competing U.S. and Chinese “spheres of influence.” The Chinese, in particular, have 
ascribed to the view that the U.S. sees it as a rival for leadership in, if not for domi-
nance of, the Asia-Pacific region. Several Southeast Asian countries, but not all, 
seem to agree with this view. Some adopt China’s apparent perception that the U.S. 
is leading an international effort to contain and surround China and prevent it from 
claiming what it regards as its rightful place in the international firmament by virtue of 
its rising power and growing influence.

Some influential individuals in Southeast Asia, including “nationalist” ones, sup-
port the explicit U.S. strategy of “re-balancing” towards East Asia and greater U.S. 
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involvement in the affairs of the region. Part of this support seems to be grounded on 
the decision of ASEAN and the East Asia Summit (EAS) to invite the U.S. and, for 
good measure, Russia, to be full participants in the “leaders-led” forum. 

Let us analyse this perception of a U.S. strategy of rebalancing China’s influence. 
It will be recalled that the EAS was envisioned to be an institutionalisation of the 
ASEAN Plus Three Summit. After it finally took off and was first convened in 2005, it 
comprised of Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea and New Zealand, as well 
as the ten ASEAN members, with the public support of Indonesia, Singapore and 
Japan. Some ASEAN Plus Three participants did not consider Australia and New 
Zealand as part of East Asia and thought that they had conflicting “Western” values. 
These participants also had the view that India was not geographically close enough 
to East Asia. 

However, Beijing could not have opposed their participation in the EAS or the 
later EAS membership invitation to the U.S. and Russian leaders despite the fact that 
the EAS was generally seen as a counter-weight to ASEAN Plus Three which was 
increasingly seen to be dominated by China. After all, ASEAN had seized the reins 
of the EAS, laid down the criteria for participation in it, and concluded that all invited 
participants had fulfilled those criteria. China must have thought at that time that it 
would have been imprudent to challenge ASEAN decisions. Nevertheless, China 
clearly prefers the ASEAN Plus Three construct, which does not include the United 
States. Apparently some ASEAN states also share the same preference. But which-
ever view is taken, the members stand to benefit from both forums. 

Other visible elements of the U. S. strategy include Washington’s positive re-
sponse to the new policies and developments in Myanmar, its stepped-up involve-
ment in affairs related to the Mekong River, and its greater attention to and interac-
tion with ASEAN. It will be recalled that the U. S. was the first country to appoint 
an ambassador to ASEAN, and it was also the first non-ASEAN state to establish 
a resident diplomatic mission to ASEAN in Jakarta separate from the American em-
bassy to Indonesia. 

Today, only the U.S., Japan, South Korea, and China maintain such resident 
missions in Jakarta, with Australia on the verge of doing so. President Bush used 
to hold meetings on the sidelines of the annual APEC Economic Leaders Meeting 
with the heads of government of the seven ASEAN countries that are members of 
APEC (the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum) and the ASEAN Secretary-
General. President Barack Obama now meets yearly with all ten ASEAN leaders, as 
well as the ASEAN Secretary-General, on the occasion of the ASEAN and East Asia 
Summits. An interesting question begs to be asked: Will the American President be 
able to come to Southeast Asia year after year for the annual EAS and the ASEAN-U. 
S. leaders meetings?



11

EAFTA AND CEPEA, TPP AND RCEP

The East Asia Free Trade Area (EAFTA), which is an offshoot of ASEAN Plus Three, 
and the Japanese-promoted Comprehensive Economic Partnership for East Asia 
(CEPEA) have been seen by some Southeast Asian countries as incompatible plat-
forms for free trade partnership. Nevetheless, the chairman’s statement at the 2009 
EAS and the report of the ASEAN Plus Three summit meeting that took place the 
day before the EAS, endorsed an expert group’s recommendations for reconciling 
EAFTA and CEPEA. The two documents used identical words, “CEPEA and East 
Asia Free Trade Area (EAFTA) could be examined and considered in parallel.” 

Meanwhile, Brunei Darussalam, Chile, New Zealand and Singapore concluded 
the Trans-Pacific Strategic Economic Partnership (or TPSEP, later shortened to TPP, 
for Trans-Pacific Partnership) in 2005.  In 2009, the U.S. indicated its interest in 
the TPP and its determination to join it by negotiating with the original four member 
countries and with others who had expressed interest in the trans-Pacific free-trade 
scheme. As of March 2013, 16 rounds of negotiations have been held by the original 
four signatories with Australia, Peru, Vietnam, Malaysia, Mexico and Canada, as well 
as the U.S.. Japan is tantalisingly close to doing so as well.

Yet again, there is a perception that the TPP is part of a U.S. strategy of “re-
balancing” East Asia and isolating China. If this is true, Washington’s denials and 
its claims of trying to prevent the Pacific from being divided down the middle would 
appear to be dissembling at worst and disingenuous at best. By insisting that the 
TPP has to be a “high-quality” trade agreement which makes it difficult for China to 
join the negotiations,  the TPP may unwittingly have succeeded in achieving the op-
posite of its proclaimed political intention. Neverless, Chinese authorities have so far 
remained non-committal to the TPP.

In what appears to be an effort at even-handedness, and a master stroke in recon-
ciling EAFTA and CEPEA without antagonising any of their proponents, ASEAN lead-
ers announced at their summit meeting in November 2011 the launch of the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) through the issuance of the “ASEAN 
Framework on RCEP”. The Framework sets forth certain principles that would guide 
the development of the RCEP, including open accession, transparency, economic 
and technical cooperation, trade and investment facilitation, economic integration, 
and consistency with the World Trade Organization. The idea is to consolidate and, 
hopefully, improve the FTA, CEP or CEC agreements that ASEAN as a group has 
held with China, Japan, India, South Korea, and Australia and New Zealand.

The East Asia Summit’s chairman’s statement in November 2011noted the 
adoption of the Framework, but not necessarily an endorsement of its contents. In 
August 2012, the ASEAN Economic Ministers adopted the “Guiding Principles and 
Objectives for Negotiating the RCEP”, which reiterates the principles spelled out in 
the Framework and makes it clear that the RCEP will build on the FTA agreements 
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that ASEAN has with its six external partners. It also has concessional clauses with 
respect to “least developed countries” — Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar.

In an apparent compromise, the document made it plain that the negotiations 
would begin with the six but would be open later to other participation:  “The RCEP 
agreement will also have an open accession clause to enable the participation of 
any ASEAN FTA partner that did not participate in the RCEP negotiations and any 
other external economic partners after the completion of the RCEP negotiations.” 
The chairman’s statement of the April 2013 ASEAN Summit stated, “We looked for-
ward to the broadening and deepening of existing ASEAN+1 FTAs and envision the 
RCEP to be a platform for future trade and investment integration in Asia and the rest 
of the world.”  It “noted” that the RCEP negotiations would begin in May 2013 (which 
has happened) and be completed “by 2015.” The ASEAN chairman’s statement was 
significantly silent on the TPP.

The RCEP promises to be looser, less binding, less stringent, more flexible, 
and of lower “standard” or “quality” than the TPP and is being promoted as be-
ing ASEAN-centred. It is probably for these reasons that Chinese officials have ex-
pressed their preference for the RCEP. On the other hand, New Zealand, Singapore, 
Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia, Vietnam and Australia participate in both the TPP and 
the RCEP and thus seem to be committed to and supportive of both schemes. 

CONCLUSION 

Although a united ASEAN will be in the interest of both China and the U.S., ASEAN’s 
involvement in the Sino-American competition may have, no matter how inadvert-
ently, divided ASEAN. How irrevocably this division will prove to be will depend on 
the wisdom and skill of diplomats and decision-makers of China, the United States 
and ASEAN member-states.

While China’s rise is likely to continue, its upward path cannot be guaranteed. 
China is beset by many problems, such as the growing income gap, the widening 
development disparity between its coastal south-eastern provinces and the relatively 
neglected land-locked western ones, environmental pollution, pressure to uphold hu-
man rights, etc. These problems, which are many and difficult to resolve, render un-
certain China’s domestic and international destiny, including its future relations with 
Southeast Asia.

Nevertheless, Southeast Asian countries, principally through ASEAN, will con-
tinue to integrate the regional economy and cement ties with Northeast Asia, par-
ticularly with the booming China. Only time will tell whether China’s rise will continue 
unabated, and if the West’s and Japan’s relative decline would reverse. 

Beijing’s perceived growing assertiveness on territorial and maritime jurisdictional 
issues seems to have had several, perhaps unintended, consequences. One is the 
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increasing sentiment that China’s power and influence is a threat. Another is the 
creation of the EAS as a counter-weight to the Chinese-favoured ASEAN Plus Three. 
Yet another is the return of the U. S. to the Asia-Pacific (with some Chinese wonder-
ing aloud and with audible sarcasm whether the U. S. has ever left the region). Still 
another is the possible strengthening of the Japanese-American alliance. A fifth con-
sequence may be the division of ASEAN, which is not in anybody’s interest.

China will have to weigh the costs of its increasing interests and ambitions in 
Southeast Asia. How China’s rise in the region will further develop depends on the 
diplomatic, political, economic and military calculus of China’s decision-makers and 
those of its neighbours and putative rivals.

* * * * * * * *
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