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The ASEAN-US maritime exercise: geopolitical implications and 

security issues 

 

In the early September ASEAN countries and United States were engaged in their first 

maritime military exercise (AUMX, Asean-US Maritime Exercise), which involved for five days eight 

warships, four aircrafts and more than a thousand personnel from the US and ten Southeast Asian 

countries (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand, Vietnam): these maritime drills started in Thailand, at the Sattahip naval base (located in 

Chonburi province) and ended in Singapore. 

In addition to the military assets provided by the United States - the littoral combat ship USS 

Montgomery, the guided-missile destroyer USS Wayne E. Meyer, three MH-60 helicopters, the P-8 

Poseidon aircraft - Thailand, Brunei, Philippines, Singapore and Myanmar participated with their 

patrol vessels and frigates, while Vietnamese patrols directly reached the place where maritime 

exercise was held. Even if Malaysia and Indonesia have significant naval forces, these countries 

only sent observation teams to attend this military exercise, similarly to Laos and Cambodia.1 

These vessels created a joint task force in order to undertake a naval drill in the Vietnam's 

Cà Mau peninsula (the southernmost part of the Indochina peninsula), aimed at identifying and 

locating target-vessels that are suspected to be conducting illegal activities, which were later 

stopped and subjected to search and seizure operations.2 Singapore supported these maritime 

operations making available its Real-time Information-sharing System - which was created in May 

2019 by the Navy's Information Fusion Centre operating at Changi Naval Base – which played an 

important role during the naval exercise, contributing to disseminate rapidly necessary 

communications to bolster maritime security.3 

It is necessary to highlight the inclusive dimension of AUMX, because for the first time all ten 

ASEAN countries contributed with military assets and troops to this maritime exercise: as a matter 

of fact, Southeast Asian countries are frequently involved in other multilateral exercises with the 

United States - such as the Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT) and Southeast 

Asia Cooperation Training (Seacat) exercises - but without joining them as regional bloc (for 

instance, Myanmar joined Seacat exercises only since 2017). Moreover, among ASEAN states 

only Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam and Malaysia participated at the Pacific Partnership Mission - 

the largest annual humanitarian assistance and disaster relief mission in the Indo-Pacific - in May 

2019.4 In spite of the US sanctions affecting some Burmese officials, the participation of a military 

vessel from Myanmar further stressed the AUMX inclusive dimension: the spokesperson of the 
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Commander in Chief Zaw Min Tun declared that its country received invitation to join this drill 

focused on fighting against piracy and crime in order to enhance security.5   

This naval exercise is linked to the Plan of action to implement the ASEAN-U.S. Strategic 

Partnership 2016-2020, which provides for the promotion of broad dialogue and the strengthening 

of cooperation to deal with the security threats and challenges, which affect the region. This Plan of 

action - which emphasises ASEAN's centrality in the regional security architecture - explicitly 

requires maritime cooperation between ASEAN countries and US aimed at promoting and ensuring 

freedom of navigation and overflight as well as the resolution of disputes by peaceful means.6  

After some delays, in October 2018 ASEAN Defence Ministers and the US former Defence 

Secretary Mattis took the decision to carry out this first joint naval exercise during an informal 

meeting held in Singapore, which was held in conjunction with the maritime joint drills between 

ASEAN and China, conducted in that month.7 

This recent AUMX exercise was carried out in a period of renovated tensions among some 

ASEAN countries and China, concerning unsolved disputes and territorial claims on the South 

China Sea, because of the exploration activities undertaken by Chinese guard coast vessels along 

Vietnamese waters and the controversial event about the sinking of a fishing boat in the 

Philippines' waters:8 moreover, in August Chinese navy carried out military drills in the Gulf of 

Tonkin (Vietnam, even if these countries signed in 2000 a maritime delimitation's deal, which 

allows to define potential territorial disputes) and in the disputed waters of Paracelso Islands, 

testing new warships and weapons.9 

Even if Thailand’s Vice Admiral Charoenpol Kumrasee officially declared that this military drill 

was not related to the regional maritime disputes on the South China Sea, but aimed at training 

regional navies and to provide humanitarian assistance and to mitigate disasters, in the words of 

Admiral Joey Tynch - which oversees theatre security cooperation for the U.S. Navy in Southeast 

Asia - emerges that “AUMX builds greater maritime security on the strength of ASEAN, the 

strength of our navy-to-navy bonds, and the strength of our shared belief in a free and open Indo-

Pacific”.10 

Even if US has not direct claims to made on the South China Sea, Washington considers the 

freedom of maritime navigation along this sea as a cornerstone of its Indo-Pacific Strategy, aimed 

to contain China's geopolitical influence and its military expansion. Consequently, the involvement 

of Southeast Asian countries in this maritime exercise is useful to legitimize the US key role to 

preserve peace, security and stability in the region. Furthermore, these naval drills backed by 

Washington can trigger a potential friction with the Chinese proposal - which was made during the 

negotiations with ASEAN countries in order to elaborate the draft Code of Conduct along the South  
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China Sea - which states that “The Parties shall establish a notification mechanism on military 

activities, and to notify each other of major military activities if deemed necessary. The Parties shall 

not hold joint military exercises with countries from outside the region, unless the parties 

concerned are notified beforehand and express no objection”.11 

In addition, ASEAN countries do not agree with the “exclusivity dimension” which 

characterizes this proposal, because it impinges on their sovereignty and on their right to 

autonomously choose framework of cooperation and alliances in the security field. On the same 

time, ASEAN countries want to reassure Beijing authorities about their participation in the AUMX 

exercise, which do not imply their direct support and involvement in the Washington's strategy of 

containment towards China. Considering the huge relevance of Chinese investments and the 

strategic role of China in the region, this approach would be opposed to the foreign policy goals of 

ASEAN countries, which aim at achieving a multi-vector strategy based on balancing the interests 

of the external powers: in fact, ASEAN countries joined maritime drill with China in October 2018.12  

Unlike other regional blocs (as the European Union with its Common and Security Defence 

Policy, or the Collective Security Treaty Organization - which includes Russia, Armenia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan - within the framework of the Commonwealth of the 

Independent States in the post soviet space) ASEAN countries have not elaborated a security 

mechanism to provide collective security, so each state has undertaken singular defence and 

security policies based on their own specific national interests, a condition which allows them the 

possibility to develop security cooperation also with “third countries” (in addition to China and US) 

such as Australia and Japan.13 

 

ASEAN between China and United States: moving forward a multi-vector foreign and 

security policy? 

ASEAN approach towards the most powerful external actors (China and United States), 

based on cooperation but at the same time maintaining equidistance, has been formalized 

following the adoption of the document “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific” during the annual 

summit of the organization in June: this document stresses the engagement of ASEAN countries to 

develop a foreign policy's autonomous vision in the economic cooperation and in the security field, 

with respect to two geopolitical contenders.14 

Among ASEAN countries, Singapore has been able to achieve cleverly an efficient multi-

vector strategy in foreign policy, based on the balance of Sino-American interests and ambitions, 

also considering that Singapore has close economic and strategic relations with the US.  

Three weeks after AUMX joint exercise, Singapore's leader Lee Hsien Long announced the 

renewal of the agreement with the US, which ensures the possibility for American military forces to 

access on the naval and air military bases located in the “Lion City”15 territory until 2035: this 

decision has strengthened the role of this city-state in the US strategy towards Asia.                     

This agreement was originally signed in 1990 by the former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew - then 

renovated in 2005 - and allowed the access of the US military forces until 2020. Collin Koh 

(maritime security analyst at S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies) correctly points out 

that the first agreement signed by Singapore overlapped with the parallel closure of the US military 
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bases located in the Philippines in the early 1990s (the Subic Bay naval base and Clark airbase), 

so promoting the role of Singapore as main logistical hub of support for the US operations in the 

Western Pacific.16 He also underlines that the US presence - which was perceived at the beginning 

as a factor of regional destabilisation - has proved to be positive in the climate of uncertainty 

following the end of the “cold war”, allowing ASEAN countries to draw their attention and efforts on 

the economic and social development of their nations in a scenario of peace and security ensured 

by the US military presence.17 

While he was in New York to attend the United Nations General Assembly, Lee Hsien Long 

declared that this deal reflects the existent excellent cooperation between the countries in the 

security field. On the US perspective, this agreement shows the will of President Trump to follow 

the “Pivot to Asia” strategy launched by his predecessor Obama and focussed on the need to 

relocate naval military forces on the Indo-Pacific geopolitical area (moving them from the Atlantic 

Ocean), as an indispensable cornerstone of the regional security architecture. 

However, at the same time, Singapore has upgraded a relevant strategic cooperation with 

China. In may 2019, following a bilateral meeting held in the city-state between the Singaporean 

Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen and the Chinese Defence Minister Wei Fenghe, Singapore and 

China arranged a “substantial programme” in order to deepen military relations, to further bolster 

the existent defence cooperation agreement and to replicate in 2020 joint bilateral maritime 

exercise, similarly to the military drills held for the first time in 2015.18 Singapore's defence minister 

also drawn the attention on the high-level bilateral dialogue (involving national think tanks and 

universities) and to increase bilateral exercises. 

From 27 July to 5 August 2019, Singaporean and Chinese armed forces carried out a 

bilateral military drill concluded with a joint antiterrorism exercise set in an urban context: this was 

the fourth joint exercise within the "Exercise Cooperation” format launched in 2009.19 Singapore's 

intention to develop bilateral military relations with China represents an unicuum in the ASEAN 

region, because the ten ASEAN countries primarily carry out military drill with Beijing not bilaterally 

but as regional bloc, as in October 2018 (for the first time) and April 2019 (this drill was attended by 

six ASEAN countries). 

In addition, Malaysia seems determined to adopt this equidistant strategy between China and 

US, developing an autonomous foreign policy and an independent approach on regional issues. 

The Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir recently renovated the country's foreign policy vision, 

which remains based on a non-alignment strategy in relation with the global main players, 

emphasizing how the Sino-American competition weakens multilateralism in the international 

system. Coherently with its non-alignment policy, Malaysia refused to send vessels of its national 

Navy to join the multilateral naval drill within the ASEAN framework promoted by China (October 

2018) and United States (September 2019). 

In this strategic document - named “Change in Continuity” - the preservation of good 

relations with all countries and the engagement to settle peacefully potential disputes                       

(in accordance with the international law) continue to represent the main key drivers of the new 
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approach in foreign policy.20 A specific section of the document is dedicated to the South China 

Sea, where Malaysia wants to avoid the militarization of the disputes, highlighting that “the South 

China Sea should be a sea of cooperation, connectivity and community-building and not 

confrontation or conflict. This is in line with the spirit of Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality 

(ZOPFAN). Malaysia will actively promote this vision in ASEAN”.21 

Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand and Singapore signed ZOPFAN agreement in 

1971, which provides that South East Asia will remain outside and free from interference of the 

external actors, fundamentally reaffirming the main orientation expressed in the ASEAN strategic 

document.  

On a diplomatic perspective, following the meeting between Foreign Policy Ministers in 

Beijing, on 12 September Malaysia and China agreed to create a joint mechanism of dialogue on 

the South China Sea's unsolved issues - such as dispute resolution, discussion on the issues 

related to maritime and territorial sovereignty, enhancement of the cooperation about 

economically-relevant issues as fisheries or security - with the aim to reduce tensions which 

opposed these two nations.22 This bilateral agreement - which China also signed with Brunei and 

Philippines - should be included in a broader framework of regional cooperation aimed at reaching 

the necessary consensus among all involved actors to achieve a solution of the open disputes. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The involvement of the ASEAN countries in the naval drill with the US expresses the 

pragmatic approach adopted by these states to forge their foreign policies, with the clear goal to 

maintain a balanced multi-vector strategy between American and Chinese interests in order to 

maximize the economic gains, especially in the regional security field. 

If AUMX exercise underlines Washington's intention to legitimize itself as the only regional 

security provider, containing Chinese ambitions, the ASEAN-China military drill is mostly aimed at 

obtaining confidence and support of the ASEAN countries, pushing them to put aside concerns 

related to the real aims of the China's growing influence in the region. 

In fact, this Sino-American geopolitical competition appears neglect the ongoing evolution 

that characterizes ASEAN countries that, following the adoption of the document “ASEAN Outlook 

on the Indo-Pacific”, agree on the common intention to define an autonomous geopolitical vision, to 

undertake a multi-vector foreign policy which primarily aims to realize economic and security goals 

expressed by the region.  

On the other hand, some years ago Lee Kuan Yew - the founder of the city-state of 

Singapore and the father of the current Prime Minister - stated that he was not contrary to the 

contemporary presence of Chinese and American logistical bases in Singapore, further showing 

that national (and regional) security needs have to prevail on geopolitical and strategic 

considerations due to the strategies of external actors. 
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