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INTRODUCTION

The South China Sea plays a critical role in the geopolitics of the Asia-Pacific region, as it has 
become the theatre of China-US power competition for regional dominance. The US views 
China’s growing regional influence and assertiveness in the South China Sea as “the most 
pressing threat to existential order in the Indo-Pacific region” (Wu 2021). As a result, geopo-
litical tension in the Asia-Pacific region is on the rise. The room and possibilities of having 
effective conflict management and settlement in the South China Sea are being constrained 
by intensifying US-China competition. The chapter discusses the implications of US-China 
competition on the geopolitical landscape in the South China Sea, explores the ASEAN Way 
of conflict management and resolution, and proposes some pathways towards the realisa-
tion of lasting peace in the South China Sea. 

US-CHINA COMPETITION 

The geopolitical tensions in the South China Sea have been on the rise over the past decade. 
The unfolding US-China rivalry has further complicated the prospect of having a peaceful 
settlement of the maritime disputes in the area. The South China Sea is the theatre of the 
US-China contest for regional dominance. A maritime security expert argues, “The US uses 
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) probes in the South China Sea to detect, 
track and if necessary, target China’s nuclear submarines. China’s response has been to de-
velop on some of the features it occupies the capability to neutralise the US’s ISR probes 
in time of conflict” (Valencia 2020). As a result, the militarisation of this maritime area has 
increased. Consequently, regional security and order are at high risk. As a result, regional 
security is getting more volatile and dangerous. 

There are competing strategic narratives regarding the South China Sea. The widespread 
view, mainly constructed and shaped by the US strategic narrative, is that China intends to 
build a regional hegemon in East Asia and the Western Pacific by effectively controlling the 
South China Sea, which is the main strategic gateway for China to realise its ambition. For 
the US, some of the red lines are the “blatant violations of commercial freedom of navigation 
or attack on the forces or territory of its ally”. For China, the red lines include deploying US 
military forces and assets that can diminish China’s defence capabilities (Valencia 2020).

There are differences between the US and China about the activities in the Exclusive Eco-
nomic Zone (EEZ). China’s stand is that foreign militaries are not allowed to conduct intel-
ligence-gathering activities, including reconnaissance flights, in its EEZ under international 
law. Furthermore, China requires prior approval or notification concerning the right of inno-
cent passages for military vessels through its territorial sea. 
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On the other hand, the US posits that under the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea (UN-
CLOS), it is entitled to have freedom of navigation through EEZs in the sea and does not need 
to notify claimants of military activities (Colin 2016).

The strategic narratives and counter-narratives have further complicated the regional sit-
uation. US policymakers and strategic thinkers largely perceive China as a peer competitor 
that can challenge the US’s supremacy (Bader 2020). The narratives from Washington con-
centrate on the threats posed by China and the legitimacy and necessity of the US’s interven-
tions, including diplomatic and military measures, to prevent China from building a regional 
hegemon that can overtake the supremacy of the US in the region. These narratives fall into 
the Cold War mentality in which zero-sum game was characteristic of international relations. 
Nevertheless, a full-fledged new Cold War, similar to the US-Soviet Cold War, remains rela-
tively remote (Christensen 2021). Even though the US has carried out a ‘decoupling’ strategy 
vis-à-vis China, the entangled economic interdependence between China and the allies and 
key strategic partners of the US will prevent the US from forming a pure, strong alliance or 
coalition against China. 

The over-politicisation and over-securitisation of the South China Sea further complicate 
the process and prospect of regional cooperation in the South China Sea. China’s aggressive 
behaviour and the construction of artificial islands and military bases in the South China Sea 
pose serious regional security concerns and power imbalance to the US. To China, the inter-
ventions of extra-regional powers, especially the US in the South China Sea, would trigger 
geopolitical tensions and fault lines. The US’s containment strategy against China would only 
divide and destabilise the region. 

Conflict management and mediation regimes in the South China Sea are affected by the 
quality and fluctuations of the overall China-US relationship (Oishi 2015). The South China 
Sea has become a theatre for China and the US to balance against each other (Mehboob 
2018). An analyst argues, “The United States views China as challenging its long-standing 
great-power military dominance in the region, while China sees the United States as an ob-
stacle against its rise to power as it strengthens its national security through its militarisation 
of the South China Sea” (Cardenas 2020). The risk of military confrontation between the two 
competing powers is on the rise.

The US has increased military and non-military activities in the South China Sea, especially 
over the past decade. The US’s objective is to check the rising power of China in the region. 
Speaking at the UN Security Council meeting on maritime security, the US Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken accused China of threatening regional peace and stability. He said, “Conflict 
in the South China Sea, or any ocean, would have serious global consequences for security, 
and commerce. When a state faces no consequences for ignoring these rules, it fuels greater 
impunity and instability everywhere” (Nicholas 2021). The US actions have created a sense 
of insecurity for China. China perceives the deployment of US naval ships as a direct security 
threat.
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China accused the US of “stirring up trouble out of nothing, arbitrarily spending advanced 
military vessels and aircraft into the South China Sea as provocations and publicly trying to 
drive a wedge into regional countries.” The US itself is “the biggest threat to peace and stabil-
ity in the South China Sea” (Ibid.).  China has taken countermeasures to push back the US’s 
strategy in the region by increasing its military presence and building artificial islands in the 
South China Sea. Besides, one of the motives and interests of China in reaching the Code of 
Conduct (CoC) with ASEAN is to limit the US’s involvement in the issue (Baviera 2018).

THE ASEAN WAY TO UNLOCK THE PUZZLE  

Within such a context of highly contested geopolitical rivalries, it is necessary to invite the 
wisdom of peace and cooperation. One of the solutions is the need to develop strategic 
narratives based on the history and wisdom of Asian civilisation, moving beyond the ze-
ro-sum game theory. It is important to apply “subjective and culturally specific dimensions” 
to understand the causes of conflict so that a more effective approach can be explored to 
prevent and overcome the causes of conflict. National characteristics and agency, largely 
shaped by history and culture, play a critical role in international relations, war, and peace 
(Bleiker 2001). 

The Asian experiences and wisdom in dispute prevention, management and resolution can 
provide an alternative view and possible solutions to the complex South China Sea disputes. 
The problem is when a political agenda is involved, neutral, independent, and objective truth 
cannot be found. The over-politicisation and securitisation of the issue further complicate 
the prospect of having amicable solutions to the disputes. Domestic politics hence matter. 
Internal factors and understanding oneself and others are useful to understand the nature 
of international politics. International relations need to be understood as “a search for a 
reasonable boundary between oneself and others, rather than a pursuit of the limitless ex-
pansion of one’s space” (Huang 2001). Four key concepts that enrich conflict resolution de-
bates, based on the Japanese experiences, are consensus, dialogue, fairness, and multiplicity 
(Wasilewski and Namatame 2011). In conflict resolution, other key concepts, drawing from 
the Chinese and Korean experiences, include harmony (Pan 2011) and justice (Bleiker and 
Young-ju 2011). These conflict resolution practices contribute to constructing a more coop-
erative world order. 

Looking at the historical trend of the bilateral interactions between China and Southeast 
Asian countries, the main trend remains peace and development. China and Southeast Asian 
countries have a long history of peaceful interactions. Despite existing tensions and strategic 
trust deficit in the South China Sea, China and other claimants have shown their political will 
to preserve regional peace, stability, and prosperity.
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Although there are nationalist sentiments in projecting and protecting their national interests 
in the South China Sea, the claimant states have exercised their restraint from accelerating 
the tensions and kept their communication channels open for dialogues and consultation. 

The involvement of extra-regional powers or third-party interventions further complicates 
regional geopolitical dynamics in the South China Sea. Based on their national interest calcu-
lation, in addition to lessons learned from the past, Southeast Asian countries are not inter-
ested in taking sides or using one major power against the other. Although choosing not to 
take sides is getting more difficult (Choong 2020), Southeast Asian states are ready to resist 
any external pressure that forces them to choose sides (China Global Television Network, 
2 April 2021). One of the pathways to maintain strategic autonomy is strengthening ASE-
AN-driven regional architecture while advancing the ASEAN principles and the ASEAN Way. 

The most important inter-governmental organisation, ASEAN plays a critical role in providing 
strategic space and economic opportunities for the member states to manoeuvre. ASEAN, as 
a collective agency, can shape the future direction of the regional order. Regional order re-
fers to common interests, values, rules, norms, and institutions that govern state behaviour 
and international relations. Conflicts are reduced if states are bound by these shared in-
terests, rules, and norms. Dialogue mechanisms can help resolve states’ uncertainties and 
concerns by signalling intentions and promoting mutual understanding.

ASEAN DISPUTE SETTLEMENT MECHANISMS   

The Bangkok Declaration of 1967, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, and the ASEAN Char-
ter are the three key documents outlining the core principles of ASEAN in conflict prevention 
and management. The Bangkok Declaration stressed, “The spirit of equality and partner-
ship” and “justice and [the] rule of law”. The references to conflict management in the Decla-
ration are general political aspirations expressing the desire to “establish a firm foundation 
for common action to promote regional cooperation in South-East Asia in the spirit of equal-
ity and partnership and thereby contribute towards peace, progress and prosperity in the 
region”. And the main purpose of ASEAN is to “promote regional peace and stability through 
abiding respect for justice and the rule of law in the relationship among countries of the 
region and adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter”.

In 1971, ASEAN adopted the Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) to affirm the 
neutrality of ASEAN. It asserts the right of every state to lead its national existence and de-
velopment “free from any form or manner of interference by outside powers”. In 1976, the 
Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) was adopted.
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TAC outlines the following six principles, namely (1) mutual respect for the independence, 
sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity and national identity of all nations; (2) the right of 
every state to lead its national existence free from external interference, subversion or coer-
cion; (3) non-interference in the internal affairs of one another; (4) settlement of differences 
or disputes by peaceful means; (5) renunciation of the threat or use of force; and (6) effective 
cooperation among themselves.  

TAC sets principles as well as mechanisms to manage and resolve the dispute. Chapter IV 
of the TAC, which consists of 5 articles, devotes itself to the pacific settlement of disputes.  
Article 13 stipulates:

In terms of dispute settlement mechanism, a High Council consisting of representatives at 
the ministerial level from each High Contracting Parties can be formed. Article 15 states 
that the High Council is tasked to take cognisance, assess the situation, and recommend 
appropriate means of settlement to the parties in dispute such as good offices, mediation, 
inquiry, or conciliation. The High Council may offer its offices, or upon agreement of the par-
ties in dispute, constitute itself into a committee of mediation, inquiry, or conciliation. When 
deemed necessary, the High Council shall recommend appropriate measures to prevent a 
deterioration of the dispute or the situation. However, Article 16 sets some limitations. The 
High Council can only be formed and assume its role of mediator in a dispute if the parties 
involved agree on bringing the case to the Council. It reads:

The ASEAN Charter adopted in 2008 incorporates and expands on the key principles en-
shrined in the Bangkok Declaration and the TAC. These principles relating to conflict man-
agement and dispute settlement include: (1) respect for the independence, sovereignty, 
equality, territorial integrity and national identity of all ASEAN Member States; (2) shared 
commitment and collective responsibility in enhancing regional peace, security and pros-
perity; (3) renunciation of aggression and the threat or use of force or other actions in any 
manner inconsistent with international law; (4) reliance on peaceful settlement of disputes; 
(5) non-interference into the internal affairs of ASEAN Member States; (6) respect for the 
right of every Member State to lead its national existence free from external interference, 
subversion and coercion; (7) enhanced consultations on matters seriously affecting the com-
mon interest of ASEAN; and (8) adherence to the rule of law, good governance, the principles 
of democracy and constitutional government.

The High Contracting Parties shall have the determination and good faith to prevent disputes from arising. [Nevertheless, 
in] case disputes on matters directly affecting them should arise, especially disputes likely to disturb regional peace and 
harmony, they shall refrain from the threat or use of force and shall at all times settle such disputes among themselves 
through friendly negotiations. 

The foregoing provision of this Chapter shall not apply to a dispute unless all the parties to the dispute agree to their 
application to that dispute. However, this shall not preclude the other High Contracting Parties, not [a] party to the 
dispute, from offering all possible assistance to settle the said dispute. Parties to the dispute should be well disposed 
towards such offers of assistance.
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Initiated by Indonesia in 2020, ASEAN Foreign Ministers issued a joint statement to affirm 
ASEAN commitment to the driving force for peace, security, and prosperity in Southeast 
Asia. It includes eight points. 

. Reiterating the commitment to maintaining Southeast Asia as a region of peace,
                security, neutrality, and stability. . Remaining united, cohesive, and resilient in promoting ASEAN principles as
                enshrined in the ASEAN Charter.. Upholding the purposes and principles of the TAC (Treaty of Amity and
                Cooperation), the ZOPFAN (Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality Declaration)
                and the Bali Principles.. Calling on all countries to exercise self-restraint from conducting activities
                that could escalate disputes in the region. . Seeking to continuously build strategic trust in the Region through peaceful
                dialogue and cooperation.  . Affirming ASEAN centrality and encouraging the engagement with ASEAN’s
                external partners through ASEAN-led mechanisms. . Confirming the principles of the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP).. Asserting the commitment to support multilateralism as stated on the principles
                of the UN Charter.

ASEAN principles mainly serve as confidence-building measures and preventive diplomacy. 
While the ASEAN principles and frameworks have been exercised to prevent and resolve 
inter-state disputes, judicial arbitration is a measure of last resort in dealing with territorial 
sovereignty disputes. For instance, Malaysia and Singapore agreed to send their dispute 
over Pulau Batu/Pedra Blanca for arbitration at the International Court of Justice. Cambodia 
and Thailand submitted their case over the Preah Vihear Temple to the International Court 
of Justice in 1961 and again in 2011 to interpret the 1962 Judgment. 

THE ASEAN WAY   

The ASEAN Way–which refers to the art of conflict prevention and management via consul-
tation and consensus, mutual understanding and trust, mutual respect, and quiet diploma-
cy–has enjoyed legitimacy in regional conduct (Acharya 2001). It has even become the norm 
of intramural relations between ASEAN Member States and between ASEAN and external 
dialogue partners, including China. ASEAN’s institutional design emphasises an informal, 
flexible decision-making process based on consultation and consensus, with a low appetite 
for judicial arbitration (Acharya 1997).  ASEAN stresses confidence-building measures, pre-
ventive diplomacy, and dispute management rather than dispute resolution.
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The non-interference principle has been the strength and weakness of ASEAN in providing 
effective solutions to regional problems. For instance, ASEAN has limited roles in preventing 
and managing the border war between Cambodia and Thailand during 2008–2011. Cam-
bodia sought support from ASEAN and the UN Security Council to mediate the dispute. In-
donesia took the initiative to facilitate the dialogue and even agreed to send peacekeeping 
forces to the conflict zones. The United Nations Security Council, for the first time, called 
upon ASEAN to promote dialogues in search of a lasting solution to the dispute.  However, 
Thailand did not support the involvement of any third party in the dispute. As a measure of 
last resort, Cambodia brought the case to the International Court of Justice. 

Although ASEAN does not aim to build a strong rules-oriented regime, some ASEAN coun-
tries have sought legal means and third-party arbitration and adjudication. International 
bodies, not ASEAN, have been sought to be the venue for dispute settlement, such as the 
International Court of Justice (Tan 2017). This legal approach deviates from the traditional 
ASEAN Way of conflict resolution based on bilateral consultations and negotiations. The ne-
gotiation on the Code of Conduct between China and ASEAN is the process of rules-based 
regime building. From the ASEAN’s perspective, the CoC is expected to be a legally binding 
document that will include a dispute settlement mechanism. 

IMAGINING REGIONAL ORDER    

Building a stable and peaceful regional order in the South China Sea is the common interest 
of all claimants and other regional and extra-regional stakeholders. However, it seems, as 
discussed earlier, that the unfolding China-US geopolitical rivalries pose a significant threat 
to regional peace and stability. The US and China have accused each other of destabilising 
the region. Hence, regional order in the South China Sea largely depends on the evolution of 
the bilateral relations between China and the US. A stable and healthy competition between 
China and the US will create favourable conditions for dialogues, trust-building and better 
conflict prevention and management in the region.

Unfortunately, the current state of the US-China competition is not healthy. Some have 
called the nature of the rivalry a new Cold War or Cold War 2.0. Notwithstanding, we can al-
ways imagine the possibilities. There are three pathways toward building a peaceful regional 
order. First, it is important to promote trust-based cooperation and relationship consistently 
and constantly. It is easier said than done, however. The parties directly concerned must re-
frain from taking any unilateral actions that might lead to distrust and tensions. They should 
openly exchange views based on mutual respect, mutual interest, and a positive-sum game. 
Transparency, dialogue, mutual respect, and mutual understanding are the key elements of 
trust-based relationship building. Trust is built by repeated compliance with rules and norms 
and established expectations for behaviour.
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Strategic narratives are critical in promoting and socialising cooperation spirit and trust-
based relationships. By reducing the narratives influenced by the Cold War mentality, re-
gional countries can enlarge the space for frank and constructive dialogues. In this respect, 
the US should refrain from making statements or taking actions that are perceived to contain 
China. Containing China is not realistic, and it will stir growing nationalism in China. Wash-
ington needs to recognise that China is a proud nation with more than five thousand years 
of history, and China is not the Soviet Union. Currently, China is the world’s second-largest 
economy that will overtake the US to become the world’s largest economic power in the 
coming years. Most of the US’s allies have strong economic ties with China. It is unrealistic to 
form an anti-China global alliance system like the anti-Soviet Union alliance during the Cold 
War because China is inextricably intertwined in the world system. 

In addition, preventive diplomacy needs to be constantly developed and nurtured to reduce 
misunderstanding, misperception, and miscalculation, and forestall a military incident or cri-
sis. It is in the interests of the parties concerned to actively seek solutions based on political 
and diplomatic means. Preventive diplomacy refers to diplomatic measures taken to prevent 
the disputes or conflicts from arising between parties, prevent existing disputes from es-
calating into conflicts while developing mechanisms, institutional preparedness, and policy 
frameworks to mitigate the risks and consequences of the conflicts if they occur. The exist-
ing ASEAN-led regional mechanisms such as the ASEAN-China Summit, East Asia Summit, 
ASEAN Regional Forum, and ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus can play a critical role in 
deescalating the tensions and conflicts. ASEAN used to fulfil such a role in cooling down the 
border skirmishes between Cambodia and Thailand in 2008 and 2011. Although ASEAN does 
not have an effective conflict resolution mechanism due to its stringent non-interference 
principle, it provides platforms for dialogues to prevent and manage conflicts. 

The viable and practical way to solve disputes and differences is through dialogues and 
political settlement. Things need to be changed from a zero-sum game to a positive-sum 
game or win-win for all parties; from blame game to frank dialogues and negotiations; from 
sticking to position to understanding motivations; from strategic competition to strategic 
and economic integration; and from nationalism to regional cooperation. Both bilateral and 
multilateral dialogues and cooperation need to be sustained and strengthened at multiple 
levels or layers. Full coordination and crisis management between concerned parties are 
necessary. Finally, the claimants must have a political will to come to a negotiation for a 
lasting settlement. 

Second, building a rules-based regional order is a long-term process. International Law is the 
foundation of international cooperation, development, management, and the solution of the 
South China Sea disputes. As far as the regional legal framework is concerned, the Code of 
Conduct built upon the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) 
is necessary, since it can provide more binding legal principles to shape the behaviour of the 
state parties to the South China Sea disputes.
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ASEAN has consistently called for diplomatic and legal processes in dealing with the South 
China Sea issue. Vietnam, for instance, tries to put the 1982 UNCLOS as supremacy over oth-
er international legal instruments relating to maritime affairs. In the Chairman’s Statement 
of the 36th ASEAN Summit in June 2020, Vietnam as the rotating chair of ASEAN managed to 
insert the phrase stressing the importance of the 1982 UNCLOS as “the basis for determining 
maritime entitlements, sovereign rights, jurisdiction and legitimate interests over maritime 
zones, and the 1982 UNCLOS sets out the legal framework within which all activities in the 
oceans and seas must be carried out”. 

It is fundamental for the claimant states to have a common definition and understanding of 
the rules-based international order. China has been reluctant to use the term “rules-based 
international order” because the term originated in and is advocated by the West. China pre-
fers to use international order based on international law or the international order centring 
on the UN Charter. In the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific adopted in 2019, ASEAN uses 
the term “rules-based framework”. Regardless of the differences between ASEAN and China 
about using the term ‘rules-based”, both sides have agreed on certain norms and rules to 
control and shape their behaviour in addressing the South China Sea issue. 

ASEAN and China have reached several consensuses on promoting rules-based cooperation 
frameworks, including implementing the DOC, the negotiation on the CoC, and the peaceful 
settlement of disputes based on international law, including the 1982 UNCLOS.  In addition 
to the UN Charter, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation and the ASEAN Charter are critical 
mechanisms for rules-based regional order in the South China Sea. However, to effectively 
implement the rules, the claimant states must depoliticise sea boundary demarcation, and 
legal and technical experts should be empowered to find appropriate solutions to the issue. 

The DOC provides: “The Parties Concerned reaffirm commitment to the purposes and prin-
ciples of the Charter of the United Nations, the 1982 U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea, 
the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coex-
istence, and other universally recognised principles of international law which shall serve as 
the basic norms governing state-to-state relations.” The CoC is expected to add more legal 
value and substance to the DOC. To some, the CoC should be a legally binding regional code 
embodying effective enforcement measures to prevent, manage and settle the disputes. 
The Chairman’s Statement of the 36th ASEAN Summit in June 2020, despite lacking a con-
sensus among ASEAN Member States, hints that Vietnam and several other ASEAN member 
countries are pushing for the legal narrative and acceptance that the UNCLOS is “the basis 
for determining maritime entitlements, sovereign rights, jurisdiction and legitimate interests 
over maritime zones”. 

There are some differences among the ASEAN Member States about the primacy of the 1982 
UNCLOS in solving maritime sovereignty disputes. Cambodia, for instance, is not a party 
to the 1982 UNCLOS and has not yet demarcated maritime boundaries with neighbouring 
countries.
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Cambodia is not interested in constraining itself to the 1982 UNCLOS, meaning other in-
ternational legal instruments should also be applied in maritime boundary demarcation. 
Cambodia relies on the maritime boundary lines drawn during the French Protectorate in its 
sovereignty negotiation with neighbouring countries. Concerning the South China Sea issue, 
Cambodia’s position has been consistent that the claimants are responsible for finding solu-
tions to their territorial sovereignty disputes. The early conclusion of the CoC is essential in 
confidence building, preventive diplomacy, and conflict management. 

Third, functional cooperation is essential in nurturing a trust-based relationship and rules-
based order. Some practical cooperation areas include joint research and exploration, joint 
development, joint exercises on Non-Traditional Security issues, and collective responses to 
NTS issues such as search and rescue collaboration, humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief, and marine environment protection. However, functional cooperation cannot be real-
ised without good faith, which means all parties concerned agree to sincerely work together 
on issues of common interests (targeting low-hanging fruits) and build a mechanism that 
can materialise functional cooperation. State and non-state actors must work together to 
materialise functional cooperation, especially in concretising joint development projects in 
overlapping claims. It is vital that the parties concerned need to negotiate in good faith and 
take a conciliatory approach in which they are ready to make concessions. 

The DOC stresses the spirit of cooperation and understanding. Paragraph 5 of the DOC 
states, “Pending the peaceful settlement of territorial and jurisdictional disputes, the Parties 
concerned undertake to intensify efforts to seek ways, in the spirit of cooperation and un-
derstanding, to build trust and confidence.” Besides, Article 19(1) of the ASEAN Agreement 
on the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources reads: “Contracting Parties that share 
natural resources shall co-operate concerning their conservation and harmonious utilisa-
tion, taking into account the sovereignty, rights and interests of the Contracting Parties con-
cerned following generally accepted principles of international law.” 

Regional order construction needs several binding elements, including deepened regional 
integration, connectivity, and interdependence. Greater economic integration, shared val-
ues and principles, and the projection of a shared future or common destiny are critical 
sources of building a regional order. The COVID-19 pandemic has made regional leaders 
realise complex interdependence between countries and the necessity of working together 
to resolve transboundary issues and threats. Notably, economic integration and connectivity 
between China and ASEAN are getting more complex and intertwined. Notwithstanding the 
challenges and obstacles caused by the pandemic, ASEAN and China could maintain their 
economic ties. As a result, ASEAN replaced the EU and became, for the first time, the top 
trading partner of China. The bilateral trade volume reached more than USD 685 billion. In 
the first half of 2021, China-ASEAN trade hit USD 410.75 billion, up by 38.2% yearly. There-
fore, maintaining an open and inclusive regionalism and deepening economic integration 
provide a conducive regional dialogue on the South China Sea issue.
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OUTLOOK   
The South China Sea issue presents critical challenges and threats to regional peace and sta-
bility. The unfolding competition between China and the US in the region further complicates 
the prospect of having a peaceful settlement to the dispute. This chapter argues that US-Chi-
na competition is the defining feature of the geopolitical development in the South China 
Sea. It suggests that the ASEAN principles and the ASEAN Way can become the sources of 
inspiration in confidence-building measures, preventive diplomacy, and conflict resolution. 
Three possible pathways are proposed here, including promoting trust-based cooperation, 
functional cooperation, and rules-based regional order. The conclusion of the CoC negoti-
ation will be a significant step towards trust and confidence building, conflict prevention, 
conflict management, and dispute settlement in the South China Sea. As the Chair of ASEAN 
in 2022, Cambodia can further facilitate dialogues and, if possible, conclude the CoC to mark 
the 30th anniversary of the DOC, which will be another critical milestone in promoting peace 
and stability in the South China Sea. 

As the Chair of ASEAN next year, Cambodia will stress the importance of acting together, not 
just talking. The responsibility to implement it has become even more urgent in the pandem-
ic and post-pandemic era. Under the theme “ASEAN A.C.T. Address Challenges Together”, 
Cambodia wishes to inspire ASEAN Member States to uphold the spirit of unity and soli-
darity, to be free from division and discrimination, to uphold common interests, and to join 
hands in addressing challenges with perseverance, agility, and ingenuity, towards realising 
an ASEAN Community where our people live in harmony, peace, stability, and prosperity. In 
his address at the handover ceremony of the ASEAN Chairmanship in October 2021, Prime 
Minister Hun Sen said:

Under the political-security cooperation pillar, Cambodia will continue to (1) strengthen 
regional consensus and promote collective political commitment to strengthening ASEAN 
centrality and relevance in shaping evolving regional architecture in maintaining peace and 
promoting peace, stability and harmony and prosperity in the region and beyond; (2) pro-
mote the core principles of peaceful co-existence, non-interference, and mutual respect of 
independence, sovereignty, equality and territorial integrity as enshrined in the ASEAN Char-
ter and the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC); and (3) enhance mul-
tilateralism and multilateral processes through ASEAN-led mechanisms to ensure that they 
remain open, transparent, inclusive, and rules-based.

Cambodia will focus on strengthening the ASEAN Centrality and ASEAN Unity, for both regional mechanism and external 
partners’ cooperation, based on ASEAN Way and Principles stipulated in the ASEAN Charter, Treaty of Amity and Coop-
eration in Southeast Asia, and ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. Also, ASEAN must be resilient and strong against the 
pressure and influence stemming from rising geopolitical competition, transnational-crime, terrorism, climate change 
and infectious diseases, etc., to ensure our way forward in peace, security, and prosperity. (Hun 2021) 
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Furthermore, concerning the South China Sea issue, Cambodia will continue to promote a 
peaceful and stable environment in the South China Sea by encouraging the parties con-
cerned to effectively implement the DOC and the early conclusion of an effective and sub-
stantive CoC consistent with international law, including the 1982 UNCLOS. This reflects the 
common position of ASEAN Member States at the 38th and 39th Summits in October that 
stressed “the need to maintain and promote an environment conducive to the CoC nego-
tiations, and thus welcomed practical measures that could reduce tensions and the risk of 
accidents, misunderstandings and miscalculation”, “the importance of undertaking confi-
dence-building and preventive measures to enhance, among others, trust and confidence 
amongst parties, and the importance of upholding international law, including the 1982 UN-
CLOS.”
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