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Foreword

 


This book consists of a compilation of my
writings from various seminars. I do not claim to be an expert in
maritime issues; rather, I consider myself an enthusiast. I was
fortunate to have the opportunity to share with and learn from many
eminent figures in the maritime field during those seminars.

My interes in maritime affairs is not solely
rooted in my background as a Naval Officer but is also driven by my
belief that Indonesia’s prosperity hinges on responsible management
of its vast oceans. This is crucial for the security and well-being
of the nation as well as for the global economy.

The book comprises eight chapters that
explore topics ranging from Indonesia’s maritime concerns to
regional maritime issues, with a particular focus on the South
China Sea.

I regret not being able to delve into the
Indian Ocean within this book, despite its significance to
Indonesia’s maritime interests. I perceived the challenges there as
less intricate compared to those in the South China Sea.

The articles were penned between 2006 and
2013. While some may seem dated, many remain relevant due to the
limited progress or changes that have transpired. I have updated
Chapter 2 to reflect the current landscape.

I trust that this modest collection of
writings may stimulate maritime enthusiasts and professionals to
delve deeper into these subjects and perhaps uncover solutions.

In conclusion, I extend my gratitude to Mr.
Sijo Sudarsono for his assistance with the design and layout of
this book. I sincerely hope that readers will enjoy the content and
find it enriching.

 


Rosihan Arsyad,

29 July 2024
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Cooperation among Littoral
States, User States, Navies, and Coast Guards to Safeguard Shipping
through the Malacca Strait

 


This article is a rewrite
from the paper presented by Rear Admiral (Ret) Rosihan Arsyad,
Indonesian Navy, at the Asian Energy Security Conference,
Mississippi State University, Jackson, USA, on 1-2 October 2007.
Original version was edited by Mr. Andrew Forbes and published in
“Asian Energy Security: Regional Cooperation in the Malacca
Strait”, Papers in Australia Maritime Affairs, No. 23, Sea Power
Center – Australia.

 



Introduction

The importance of the ocean for humankind
has been eloquently described by Alfred Mahan in a very accurate
observation: “The first and most obvious light in which the sea
presents itself from the political and social point of view is that
of a great highway; or better, perhaps, of a wide common, over
which men may pass in all directions.” It is now widely recognized
that the ocean is the “common heritage of mankind” and has provided
much of the inspiration for the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea.

With its significance as the world’s highway
and the growing interests in oceanic resources, the sea presents a
wide variety of challenges. The security of ocean passages against
piracy and armed robbery is a major concern. Piracy, for example,
remains a persistent threat in the South Asian region, notably in
the East and South China Seas, while armed robbery is occurring
frequently in the Strait of Malacca and the Strait of Singapore.
Since 2002, the International Maritime Bureau (IMB) has recorded
258 pirate attacks in the Malacca Strait and surrounding waters,
including more than 200 sailors held hostage and 8 fatalities.

The South Asian region is recognized as a
“gateway” to Asia, as it encompasses most shipping routes to China,
Japan, and Korea from the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America.
There are several strategic straits and bodies of water in the
region, including the Sunda Strait, Gaspar Strait, Lombok Strait,
Makassar Strait, Maluku Strait, and the South China Sea. However,
the most important channel is the Malacca Strait, primarily because
it is the shortest route to East Asia (China, Japan, and Korea)
from the Middle East, Europe, and Africa. The Malacca Strait
shortens voyages by at least 2,000 km compared to the next fastest
route, the Sunda Strait.

China, Japan, and Korea depend on the Strait
of Malacca for approximately 80 percent, 90 percent, and 100
percent, respectively, of their oil imports. Estimates predict that
oil imports for East Asia will grow exponentially, meaning that
China and the rest of East Asia will increasingly rely on this
sea-lane in the future.

As a strait used for international
navigation, the Malacca Strait is the busiest in the world. Over
half of all vessels passing through the Strait head for East Asia,
mainly to China, Japan, and Korea, including visits to US military
bases in Guam, Japan, and South Korea. Approximately 60 percent of
China’s foreign trade traverses this strait, reaching various
destinations in the Middle East, Africa, and Europe. Presently,
one-third of the world’s trade and half of the world’s oil supply
are carried through the Straits by around 90,000 vessels each
year.

Maintaining the safety, security, and
cleanliness of this waterway is complicated by the fact that
littoral states often rely mainly on their limited resources, with
only some assistance for capacity-building from user states.

 


Strait of Malacca: A New Hot Spot?

A high dependence on the Malacca Strait
renders it vulnerable not only to piracy and potential terrorism
but also to geopolitical competition among the United States,
China, Japan, and India, all of whom seek control of these
sea-lanes and act accordingly. In 2001, the United States
introduced the Cargo Security Initiative (CSI), followed by the
Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) established in 2003, both
involving the Malacca Strait region and Indian Ocean in guarding
against the transportation of weapons of mass destruction and
securing international waters.

Moreover, in 2004, the United States
initiated the Regional Maritime Security Initiative (RMSI), which
requires littoral states to permit US naval forces to patrol
against piracy and terrorism. However, RMSI—most directly relevant
to the narrow shipping lanes—has never been presented as a
mechanism open to Chinese or Japanese participation, which other
user states may perceive as challenging. Littoral states also
hesitate to endorse these initiatives, fearing that they could
complicate the situation surrounding these vital sea lines and
invite further competition.

Japan and India have undertaken similar
actions to increase their control of the Malacca Strait. In 2005,
Japan proposed a security mechanism aimed at enhancing anti-piracy
and combating maritime armed robbery in Asia via the ReCCAP
(Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed
Robbery) by “unofficially” requesting littoral countries to allow
the presence of the Japanese Self-Defense Force. This proposal was
not warmly received by South Asian countries, as Japan’s ability to
project power beyond its homeland, coupled with its increasing
naval reach into the western Pacific, raises suspicions.

Under ReCCAP, an Information Sharing Office
has been established and is operational in Singapore. Indonesia and
Malaysia have expressed willingness to cooperate with the Center.
However, at the implementation level, ReCCAP remains a significant
question mark. Among other reasons, Indonesia, which co-shares the
responsibility for navigation security in the Malacca and Singapore
Straits, feels it should be regarded more appropriately and
accorded a leadership role; thus, it questions the decision to
place the center in Singapore rather than Batam, Indonesia. With
limited success in these initiatives, Japan seeks to strengthen its
regional presence through its Coast Guard and by intensifying
engagement through dialogues and seminars focused on maritime
safety and security.

The Indian Navy has also demonstrated its
growing desire to participate in safeguarding the Strait of
Malacca. The establishment of military bases in the Andaman and
Nicobar Archipelago at the western end of the channel—beginning in
the 1990s—combined with an enhanced blue-water patrolling
capability from the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea,
underscores the Indian Navy’s ambition. In early May 2007, the US
and Japan referenced the importance of engaging India for the first
time, signifying India’s key role in the “Arc of Prosperity and
Freedom” that the Abe government aimed to build around the outer
rim of the Eurasian continent, skirting the borders of China and
India.

Malabar 07, a long-standing bilateral naval
exercise between the US and India, has been expanded to a joint
naval exercise among the US, Australia, Japan, India, and
Singapore. Conducted in September 2007, this exercise spanned a
vast area from the Indian mainland to the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, featuring maritime interdiction, suspect ship inspections
at sea, air combat exercises, as well as surface and anti-submarine
warfare. This activity could be perceived as threatening by China,
which may regard the exercise as an attempt to contain its
rise.

In recent years, China has also taken
significant steps to address the inherent risks of the Malacca
Strait. To start, China has actively cultivated closer cooperative
relationships with Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia to safeguard
its interests in the Strait, potentially alleviating growing
rivalries among major world powers. China has expressed willingness
to actively engage in relevant cooperation aimed at maintaining and
enhancing sea-lane security and spill prevention in the Malacca
Strait. It is apparent that while China is prepared to cooperate in
international efforts to enhance security measures for the Malacca
Strait, it also aspires to play a major role and may deploy its
military should it perceive a threat to its national interests.

One crucial aspect to consider when
discussing the Malacca Strait is the maritime interests of the
littoral states. The safety and security of maritime passages, as
well as the protection of marine resources and the environment in
the Malacca Strait, are of utmost priority for the littoral states,
namely Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore. Most traffic passing
through the Strait of Malacca will stop at the port of Singapore
for logistics and transshipment.

The Port of Tanjung Pelepas in Malaysia is
also emerging as a major hub-port linking Europe, the Middle East,
and Africa to Asia. These facts highlight the degree to which the
Singaporean and Malaysian economies depend on the Strait. For
Singapore, the Malacca and Singapore Straits are its lifeline.
Similarly, for Indonesia, a significant portion of its imports and
exports traverse this strait, including oil. Indonesia and Malaysia
are also heavily reliant on the Straits for their fishing industry.
Furthermore, Indonesia and coastal states are increasingly facing
major oil spills from foreign tankers in the Malacca Strait, along
with the potential for catastrophic accidents involving carriers of
hazardous cargoes transiting through the Strait. Therefore, it is
evident that these littoral states prioritize the safety, security,
and environmental protection of the Malacca Strait and are highly
motivated to cooperate with user states in safeguarding this vital
passage in a manner that fosters collaboration rather than
competition.

 


Possible Cooperation

In the broad political and economic context,
significant challenges must be addressed. The end of the Cold War
may have defused tensions arising from the ideological rivalry of
former power blocs, but it has introduced new problems and
complexities. An adjustment of policies and postures to adapt to
the realities of a unipolar world has ensued and continues against
a backdrop characterized by competition, cooperation, change, and
uncertainty. Unfortunately, we have not yet succeeded in
establishing a framework that will ensure a more stable order in
the future. Not much comfort can be derived from ongoing regional
tensions, as they persist and, in fact, have intensified. The
potential for an arms race among major powers in the region,
escalating out of control, underscores the urgent need for
transparency in military spending and dialogue among the affected
countries.

Nonetheless, important international
imperatives require our attention and involvement in economic,
political, and technological opportunities. The increasing
globalization of trade, finance, and communications utilizing
maritime transportation will continue to surge as the world economy
becomes more integrated. Therefore, addressing the safety and
security of the Malacca Strait through stronger and more
comprehensive cooperative efforts is of paramount importance.

The solution for ensuring the safety and
security of sea transportation in Southeast Asia must be founded
upon a balance-of-interest principle. Solutions with existing
interest imbalances are inherently unstable and lack the resilience
to withstand the stresses and strains of an evolving crisis.
Significant disparities in the size and maritime capabilities of
states in the region complicate efforts to establish cooperation
among the littoral and user states’ navies to safeguard shipping in
Southeast Asia, especially in the Malacca Strait. While no easy
solutions exist, given the region’s geopolitical landscape and the
paramount concern for safety, security, and environmental
protection, a comprehensive framework for cooperation is
necessary.

Discussions on cooperation among littoral
states and user states’ navies and coast guards must commence with
collaboration among the littoral states. The safety, security, and
environmental integrity of the Malacca Strait are and will always
be vital concerns for the three littoral states. In 1971, the
governments of the Republic of Indonesia, Malaysia, and the
Republic of Singapore issued a joint statement regarding
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