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The development of the defence industry represents a factor of extreme weakness and 

vulnerability for the ASEAN countries, due to the existing deep imbalance between military 

spending and the capacity of the national arms industries to meet the growing domestic demand in 

terms of modern equipment and high-technology weapons.  

As noted by SIPRI (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute), in the last decade 

Southeast Asian countries have considerably increased their military spending (+38% in the period 

2008-2017), which amounted to $41.9 billion.1 It is also significant to highlight that seven ASEAN 

countries (this regional bloc included ten countries) are among the first fifty countries in the world 

for military spending: Indonesia and Vietnam respectively rank at 10th and 11th place, then 

Singapore, Thailand, Myanmar, Philippines and Malaysia.2  

The combination between the worsening disputes which involve China and some ASEAN 

countries in the South China Sea and the threat of the Islamic terrorism fomented by the activism 

of the local cells linked to the so-called Islamic State are among the main reasons which explain 

the growing militarization of the region: as a matter of fact, to fight against them it is necessary to 

dispose of high-technology weapons and a high-level training.3  

However, the need to modernize the national military equipment and to meet this growing 

demand of modern armaments - strongly supported by huge military spending - cannot be satisfied 

by the national industries of the ASEAN countries, which have to turn to international producers to 

import modern weaponries. This situation determines a condition of deep imbalance linked to the 

dependence on imports, which also slows down and hampers the development of a national 

defence industry. The huge financial flows currently allocated to buy weapons abroad could be 

reoriented to these national defence industries, which could invest them in research, development 

activities and to strengthen the military apparatus.  

There is a strong intention of the ASEAN countries to lessen their reliance on weapons' 

imports, with the aim to develop a competitive and modern local production chain able to attract 

international investments, which will allow stimulating an endogenous production of weapons, 

through the creation of international partnerships, which will generate positive benefits on the 

national industry and society.4  

This approach has been widely debated during the ASEAN annual summit in Bangkok (June 

2019), where the representatives of the Southeast Asian countries expressed their shared 

exigence to move forward a research and development cooperation plan in defence and security 

issues and in the production sector. During the ASEAN Defence Industry Collaboration meeting the 

countries identified four specific sectors to promote a profitable cooperation: the implementation of 

joint research and development (R&D) activities for the production of military vehicles; 

collaboration on shipbuilding and maritime industry sectors; the promotion of exchange visits 

between regional defence establishments; and cooperation in industry and R&D training and 

education programmes.5 Moreover, Thailand and Myanmar agreed to work together on defence-

related computer engineering. Thailand's Deputy Defence Minister pointed out the relevance for 
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ASEAN members to share knowledge and expertise about the defence industry.6 United States, 

Russia, China and some EU member states are the main weapons suppliers for the Southeast 

countries. According to Giuliani, the European arms industries are able to meet the specific needs 

expressed by ASEAN countries in their security and defence policies, mainly supporting the 

enhancement of the navies and air forces and supplying them with modern submarines, missile 

defence systems and ballistic missiles.7 Among the EU countries, France certainly is the main 

weapons supplier for ASEAN countries: in the last years, France signed important contracts with 

Indonesia (delivery of submarines), Malaysia (frigates), Thailand (delivery of transport helicopters) 

and Singapore (helicopters and missiles).8 Concerning Italy, Leonardo Company was able to 

obtain an important contract with Philippines Navy and in 2018; this Italian firm delivered two 

models of helicopters Augusta Westland AW159: furthermore, between 2016 and 2018 Italy 

provided several helicopters to Thailand.9  

Considering the security threats and the potential regional instability linked to the disputes 

and territorial claims on the South China Sea, the modernization and the reinforcement of the 

military navies represents a strategic priority for ASEAN countries. In this perspective, the 

development of an industrial military cooperation with Japan, South Korea and Australia would 

allow to Southeast Asian countries to benefit of modern weapons and technologies, implementing 

a strategy of diversification of their military equipment's providers, with respect to the traditional 

providers (EU member states, Russia, China). These Asian countries have the capacity to realize 

important investments, sophisticated research and development capabilities, and are capable of 

large-scale naval production programs (producing guard coast patrol vessels and submarines).10 

There is the possibility to establish a profitable relation based on the complementarity between 

ASEAN nations and regional weapons suppliers because Australia, Japan and South Korea could 

contribute to realize a regional system of industrial cooperation in the defence sphere, which will 

allow to increase (qualitatively and numerically) skilled workforce also in Southeast Asia, through 

the creation of advanced manufacturing bases and military technological capabilities, aimed at 

boosting national programs to create a national military industry.11 The bilateral cooperation 

between Indonesia and South Korea in the defence and shipbuilding sector is a concrete and 

significant example: South Korean firms Daewoo Shipbuilding and Marine Engineering and Hanjin 

Heavy Industries are cooperating with some Indonesian shipyards to build landing platforms for 

helicopters and submarines.12  

Concerning Australia, the main aim of the Canberra government is to strengthen the defence 

national industry so that Australia can satisfy the domestic request of modern and high-technology 

weapons by 2028, reducing the dependence on imports (submarines, fighter aircrafts, armoured 

vehicles) - mainly from the US and EU countries – and achieving the ambition to export aircrafts 

and other military assets.13 The possibility to allocate sizeable portions of the national budget to 

develop the research and development sector and to endorse national industries would allow 
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Australia to achieve its ambitious goal: the autarchy of its domestic defence industry.                 

About the industrial production of military assets, an Australian company is currently engaged to 

build 54 naval military vehicles, including boats and 12 attack submarines, but there is a concrete 

fear that these will be technologically obsolete when the launch is expected, in 2030.14  
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