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In a Fortnight
‘Development is the Key to peace’: chinese leaDers Discuss 
Future oF asia

By David cohen

While tensions in the south china sea have gone from bad to worse, with 
riots in vietnam targeting chinese businesses and a range of  asean states 

exploring ways to counter chinese actions (see “challenged by china, asean 
states seek common response,” in this issue), Xi’s Wednesday speech at the 
shanghai conference on interaction and conference Building in asia (cica) 
seemed to take place in a different world. rather than focusing on conflict, he 
spoke about china’s role in building a “peaceful, stable and cooperative new asia” 
(people’s Daily online, may 21). Xi’s speech called for the construction of  a new 
regional security architecture based on the organization, which china will chair for 
the next two years. 

While recognizing the existence of  u.s. interests in asia, and its right to a role in 
the region, Xi made it clear that the united states’ current role is far too large. he 
called upon asian states to settle their problems “among locals,” dismissed alliances 
as threatening to regional security and sought to put cica, an organization which 
includes russia and iran but not the united states, at the center of  regional security 
issues . 

accompanying the speech, official media published a range of  articles examining 
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the concept, as well as related ideas such as the “maritime 
silk road” and the construction of  a “community of  
common Destiny” in asia. major articles appeared in 
both party-oriented media such as Qiushi and People’s 
Daily, and in externally-oriented outlets such as China 
International Studies, an english-language journal produced 
by the Foreign ministry’s china institute of  international 
studies (Qiushi, may 21). the headline story in the latter 
publication’s current issue, written by Foreign affairs 
vice minister liu Zhenmin, is titled “Forging the asian 
community of  common Destiny together” (China 
International Studies, march/april 2014). 

to outside observers, china’s approach to its neighbors 
appears to be fundamentally contradictory: Beijing 
simultaneously puts itself  forward as a champion of  
their security and threatens it with military moves 
aimed at seizing control of  disputed maritime territory, 
such as november’s announcement of  an air defense 
identification zone covering the east china sea, and a 
series of  increasingly forceful moves in the south china 
sea, most recently the placement of  an oil rig near 
the paracel islands, within 200 miles of  the coast of  
mainland vietnam. these actions appear incompatible 
with Xi’s account of  china’s efforts to build a peaceful 
and cooperative asia, and with the push to win friends 
among southeast asian nations announced last year 
at the work forum on peripheral diplomacy (see China 
Brief, november 7, 2013). this effort has not been mere 
words —china has devoted considerable effort and money 
to establishing new bodies for building infrastructure, 
promoting cultural exchange and undertaking cooperative 
efforts like disaster relief.

Xi’s speech, and official articles on asian community, 
do not so much respond to this argument as reject its 
premises: they claim that asian states are concerned 
with development above all else, and frame the territorial 
conflicts as a sideshow. the big top events are trade 
and economic integration, areas in which china’s rise is 
clearly positive for the region. Xi, in fact, offered a new 
definition of  security based on this idea: “to the great 
majority of  asian states, development is the greatest form 
of  security, and it is the overall key to settling regional 
security issues.”

analysis in official media has followed this logic even 
further, either ignoring the current tensions with vietnam 
and the philippines or relegating them to a short paragraph 
at the end of  an article largely dedicated to lauding asia’s 
progress toward economic integration. many of  these 
articles have made explicit comparisons between china’s 
project and the european union, comparing the goals 
of  establishing peace and prosperity through integration, 
while drawing a clear distinction about appropriate 
institutions.

By this account, china’s strategy for the south china 
sea is a facet of  a much greater strategy for dealing with 
asia—one which calculates that the benefits of  trade 
and development cooperation are so great that they will 
simply wash out any blowback over its aggressive pursuit 
of  territory. there are very good reasons to be skeptical of  
this view, especially looking at the concerns increasingly 
expressed by southeast asian states, and the protests and 
riots against chinese factories in vietnam, which suggest 
a degree of  willingness to disrupt trade over territory. yet 
chinese accounts such as vice minister liu’s do argue 
plausibly that the territorial disputes have hardly slowed 
the pace of  economic integration —regional trade figures 
with china continue to rise throughout the region. Japan 
and china, even as their relationship has sunk to its lowest 
point in decades, have continued to negotiate a three-way 
free trade agreement with south Korea. 

Xi’s confident predictions about the future of  asia 
may well be wrong. But they do explain the apparent 
contradiction between china’s efforts to win friends and 
to win territory, and thus appear to be sincere. if  so, they 
will serve as a basis for decision-making, suggesting that 
china’s leaders may either not perceive the reputational 
costs of  its territorial disputes, or more likely dismiss 
them as bound to blow over. We are likely to see more 
charm offensives and more crises at sea—and to see 
whether these efforts can in fact be made to coexist.

*
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moDi Faces pressing Questions aBout 
inDia’s china policy

By rup narayan Das

traditionally, indian policy toward china has been 
mostly characterized by continuity. as far as Beijing 

is concerned, in spite of  regime change in the past, 
india has pursued steady engagement with its northern 
neighbor. now that the national Democratic alliance 
(nDa), led by the nationalist Bharatiya Janata party (BJp) 
has formed a government with an absolute majority, there 
appears to be a chance of  significant changes under the 
leadership of  prime minister-designate narendra modi.

modi’s mammoth electoral victory will certainly resonate 
in india’s foreign policy, including towards china. as 
prime minister, modi will have to make decisions on 
three china issues urgently. most contentious is the 
issue of  the border incursions along the line of  actual 
control (lac). Frequent incursions by china in the 
past few years, particularly in the run up to the general 
elections, have inspired widespread anger in india. there 
was an animated debate in the parliament in september 
about the incident in the Depsang Bulge april last year, 
in which modi’s BJp took a leading role. a delegation 
of  the national Democratic alliance (nDa) led by top 
parliamentarian l.K. advani of  the BJp, submitted a 
memorandum to president pranab mukherjee on may 3, 
2013 demanding a response to china’s actions. Describing 
the border incursion as “unilateral and forceful chinese 
occupation”, the memorandum said, it violates “the 
agreed principles governing the conduct of  forces of  
china in respect of  the lac” (The New Indian Express, 
may 3, 2013). modi himself, while addressing an election 
meeting in February this year in arunachal pradesh in 
the eastern sector of  india-china border, urged china to 
shed its “expansionist” mindset. referring to arunachal 
pradesh, which china claims as its own territory, he 
said, “no power on earth can snatch away arunachal 
pradesh…times have changed. the world does not 
welcome the mindset of  expansion in today’s times” 
(ndtv.com, February 22). 

the current sino-vietnamese tension over south china 
sea issue will also push modi to take a position on 
regional territorial disputes.  india has already supported 
freedom of  navigation in south china sea and holds 

the view that the territorial dispute there should be 
resolved by the concerned countries in accordance with 
universally recognized principles of  international law. 
the new government has to take a call on south china 
sea issue. editorials in india media have called for an 
indian response: “an india that does not stand up for 
china’s smaller neighbors now will find itself, sooner 
rather than later, a victim of  Beijing’s aggressive actions” 
(Indian Express, may 15). But again, india’s response will 
be measured. Beijing has already said that india need 
not be unnecessarily worried, and it is not an issue of  
concern. Whether the government decides to send the 
new defense minister to participate in the shangri-la 
dialogue to be held by the end of  the month will reveal 
the government’s interest in the issue.

however, modi is clearly aware of  the benefits of  
working with china. as the chief  minister of  gujarat, he 
visited Beijing and engaged with the chinese leadership. 
china has also invested in gujarat. a few days before the 
election results were declared, modi said, “it is possible to 
solve our problems with china and take the relationship 
with it to another level. if  india and china want to work 
together towards improving our relationship and resolve 
our differences, it would be helpful to both the nations” 
(Times of  India, may 6).

the second decision that the modi government has to 
take is how to participate in china’s commemoration of  
the sixtieth anniversary of  “Panchsheel” (the “five principles 
of  peaceful coexistence”), which the two countries jointly 
enunciated in 1954. Beijing is expecting a top leader to 
visit china on the occasion. But Jana Sangha, a forerunner 
of  the BJp, was highly critical of  Panchsheel. it is unlikely 
that modi himself  will visit china, although the chinese 
government will be very happy to receive him. the 
foreign office will likely advise modi not to make his first 
foreign visit to china, which would be read as a signal by 
the countries with which india has strategic partnerships. 
Furthermore, it has been less than a year since prime 
minister manmohan singh visited china. 

third, modi must decide how to pursue trade and 
economic engagement with china. likely impressed by 
modi’s record of  encouraging business development in 
gujarat, the chinese have already extended overtures to 
him to deepen economic engagement. there is a strong 
corporate lobby in india in favor of  china—incidentally, 
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two of  india’s leading corporate houses share links to 
gujarat, and are favorably disposed towards china. the 
tata group, arguably the largest of  indian private sector 
companies, originally come from gujarat. an article in 
china’s Liberation Daily quoted ratan tata, the chief  of  
the tata group, as saying that india should not be too 
worried about china’s growing economic strength, but 
instead should focus on building alliance with china 
(“china lauds ratan tata’s ‘positive’ role in sino-india 
ties,” India Today, october 20, 2012). in april this year, 
china nominated ratan tata to serve as a member of  the 
15-member Board of  Boao Forum for asia, which puts 
him in the company of  a group of  distinguished former 
ministers and leaders from asia and the united states. 

 another top corporate house, the ambani group, which 
belongs to gujarat and has huge business interests in 
the state, also shares close business relations with china. 
in october 2010, the ambanis’ reliance power ordered 
billions of  dollars’ worth of  equipment from the shanghai 
electric group. in January 2010, a syndicate of  several 
banks in china loaned ambani’s telecom company $1.2 
billion.

however, at a time when the balance of  bilateral trade 
between india and china is skewed in favor of  china, 
the new government has to be cautious and circumspect 
while allowing chinese investments in manufacturing, 
particularly when india wants to develop its own 
manufacturing sector. prime minister modi has already 
said that manufacturing should make up one-third 
of  the country’s gDp. modi has to find a judicious 
balance between safeguarding the interests of  the 
domestic economy and allowing chinese investment 
in manufacturing and infrastructure.  secondly, a major 
bottleneck in india-china bilateral trade and economic 
engagement is the persistent security distrust, which 
holds back chinese investments in sensitive sectors like 
telecom and proposed bullet trains.  it is indeed a big 
challenge for the leadership of  the two countries to 
remove or ameliorate the strategic distrust and security 
dilemma between the two countries.

Dr. Rup Narayan Das is a senior fellow with the Institute for 
Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi. Views expressed are 
his own.

***

Beijing, Kunming, Urumqi and 
Guangzhou: The Changing 
Landscape of  Anti-Chinese 
Jihadists
By Jacob Zenn

During the roughly six months since china suffered 
its first-ever car bombing in Beijing’s tiananmen 

square on october 31, 2013, china has witnessed a series 
of  other terrorist attacks on its territory. such attacks 
included a mass stabbing at a train station in Kunming 
that killed 29 people, a double suicide bombing at a train 
station in the Xinjiang uighur autonomous region’s 
capital of  urumqi and a mass stabbing at a train station 
in guangzhou that injured six people. the car bombings 
in urumqi on may 22 made it all the more clear that the 
recent attacks in china are part of  coordinated militant 
campaign against china, which is likely organized from 
outside china and that employs the tactics of  jihadists in 
neighboring afghanistan and pakistan.

one connection between these recent incidents is that 
they were carried out by uighurs, members of  a muslim 
ethnic group from Xinjiang. Xi Jinping and his counter-
terrorism strategists are faced with the task of  identifying 
the foreign and domestic forces behind these attacks—
and around 15 other mass-stabbings and car-rammings 
in Xinjiang since 2011—and developing a program to 
counter such violence. the internal network of  such 
militant cells is likely already in place and possibly 
expanding, which will provide more opportunities for 
the uighur-led turkistan islamic party (tip) and its 
closely allied islamic movement of  uzbekistan (imu) to 
expand their jihad across the border from afghanistan 
and pakistan into china.

this article analyzes the political nature of  the recent 
attacks in china, with an emphasis on operational 
connections between the attackers and international 
jihadist groups like the tip and imu.

International Connections

The TIP’s Spokesman Role

the tip has approximately 300–500 militants in 
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afghanistan and pakistan, but also a network in turkey 
and possibly central asia (author’s field research in 
northwest pakistan, 2012). With such numbers, it is 
limited in its capacity to launch an insurgency in china, 
which has a population of  well over one billion people. 
the only attacks in china for which the tip showed 
evidence of  its responsibility were the ramadan-eve 
car rammings in Kashgar in July 2011, which killed 12 
pedestrians. the tip has also claimed several cart-
bombings near Xinjiang’s border with pakistan in 2012, 
which were likely carried out by its cells in Xinjiang (see 
Terrorism Monitor, volume 10, issue 8). 

the tip’s main “value added” in Xinjiang is mostly 
providing training to uighurs who travel abroad or, likely 
more importantly, the clandestine distribution of  jihadist 
ideological and training materials in Xinjiang by way of  
various uighur, pakistani or central asian traders. 

on the international front, the tip has become an 
influential promoter and “spokesperson” for uighur 
militants in china and issues praise of  virtually every 
violent incident between uighurs and chinese police or 
han civilians. tip leader abdullah mansour is a relative 
novice among more experienced international jihadists, 
but has raised the tip’s profile among al-Qaeda and 
other jihadist groups. mansour was the editor from 2008 
to 2013 of  the tip’s roughly quarterly publication Islamic 
Turkistan, which laid out uighur grievances against china 
and compared Xinjiang to other areas of  the world where 
jihadists are fighting, such as palestine, Kashmir and, 
more recently, syria (on mansour, see Terrorism Monitor, 
volume 9, issue 11 and Militant Leadership Monitor, 
February 2014). mansour’s ascendancy to the tip’s 
leadership last year was likely related to his media and 
marketing skills, which is reflected in the tip’s continued 
sophisticated activity on jihadist forums. 

al-Qaeda leaders, such as ayman al-Zawahiri, now 
usually mention “east turkistan” among other jihadist 
battlegrounds, while jihadists in syria have proudly 
featured uighurs and han converts to islam among their 
fighters. meanwhile, the tip has praised the “jihadists” 
in syria, and responded directly to chinese accusations 
that the tip is sending fighters to syria with the help 
of  turkey-based uighur human rights organizations. in 
the 12th edition of  islamic turkistan, for example, the 
tip wrote, “if  china has the right to support Bashar 

al-assad in syria, we have the full right to support our 
proud muslim syrian people” (Islamic Turkistan, volume 
13, march 2013; chinese uighur fighting with Fsa,” 
youtube, march 29, 2013; “chinese man Joins Fsa,” 
youtube, march 18, 2013; Global Times, october 29, 
2012).

IMU: ‘Go After Pakistan’s Mother’

While the tip is still a relative newcomer to the jihadist 
scene—having only announced its formation around 
2008, despite the presence of  uighur militants in 
afghanistan since before 2001—it has benefited from 
the support of  other well-known jihadist leaders. in 
particular, the emergence of  imu mufti abu Zar al-Burmi 
as a prominent anti-chinese jihadist leader in pakistan 
has led to Xinjiang gaining more attention among 
jihadists. al-Burmi started gaining prominence around 
2011, several years after Xinjiang—which uighurs who 
seek independence from china call “east turkistan”—
gained attention in jihadist media after the July 2009 riots 
in urumqi. at that time, al-Qaeda affiliates and leaders 
such as abu yahya al-libi demanded retribution against 
china and called for attacks on chinese citizens abroad 
(China Daily, July 15, 2009). other al-Qaeda leaders 
gave occasional talks on Xinjiang (Khalid al-husaynan, 
“‘purpose’ of  Jihad,” sawt al-islam, may 4, 2013; abu-
yahya al-libi, “the Forgotten Wound,” as-sahab, 2009).

yet al-Burmi, unlike other al-Qaeda leaders, regularly 
issues anti-chinese sermons in pakistan and, perhaps 
because of  his Burmese background (he is an ethnic 
rohingya) seems to hold a personal vendetta against 
china. he said in a sermon called “a lost nation” that 
“mujahidin should know that the coming enemy of  the 
Ummah is china, which is developing its weapons day 
after day to fight the muslims” and blamed “Burma, 
china and germany and the interests of  the united 
nations for supporting these massacres and mass killings 
[of  rohingyas] in arakan (“a lost nation,” a speech 
for abu Zar-azzam, mufti of  the islamic movement of  
uzbekistan, 2013).” 

in a sermon in ladha, south Waziristan, in september 
2013, al-Burmi, declared it obligatory for muslims to 
kidnap and kill chinese people and attack chinese 
companies, which abu Zar says have “conquered” 
pakistan like the British east india company did in india 
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(including abu Zar’s native Burma) in the 1800s (Bab-ul-
islam, in urdu, april 25). he blames pakistanis for their 
“mantra of  pak-china Friendship,” including purchasing 
“infidel” food and goods from china as if  “drinking milk 
from the chinese government” and selling the gwadar 
port in Karachi to china (ibid). 

al-Burmi urges his followers to turn their attention to the 
“new superpower” and “next number one enemy,” china, 
now that the taliban “knocked the wind out” of  the 
united states. this suggests that al-Burmi may see a role 
for the imu attacking china or coordinating training of  
the tip to attack china after the withdrawal of  most u.s. 
troops from afghanistan in 2014. in his ladha sermon, 
al-Burmi continues with u.s.-china comparisons: “We 
should be aware of  the fact that while the united states 
is the father of  the pakistani system and government, 
china is the mother of  the pakistani government. the 
pakistani government drinks its milk from the chinese 
government.” 

he further claims that “the pakistani president visits 
china every four months and goes and bows, kneels and 
prostrates before those atheists, who do not believe in 
god, and in return he comes back with aid…. We should 
all be aware of  the fact that there is no border between 
pakistan and china…the border that is along the gilgit-
Baltistan region is actually a border with east turkestan.”

The Homefront: Politicization of  Attacks

While the tip and imu may be active in promoting jihad 
from abroad, the key measure of  their influence—or that 
of  other jihadists groups—in china is the political nature 
and style of  attacks occurring in china. the section below 
reviews the most recent major attacks up to the may 22 
car-bombing (many details of  which are still unclear at 
the time of  publication).

Urumqi

the double-suicide bombing at the railway station in 
urumqi occurred on the final day of  president Xi’s three-
day visit to Xinjiang, where his focus was on counter-
terrorism (Xinhua, april 28). the attack, however, also 
coincided with the eve of  the opening of  the intercity 
railway lines linking urumqi with Kuytun, shihezi and 
Karamay, which will be a key route for distributing 
Xinjiang’s oil throughout china (Times of  India, may 1). 

the attackers did not “succeed,” in that they killed only 
one person other than themselves, but the media attention 
given to these suicide bombings received overshadowed 
Xi’s visit and sent a message that uighur militants can 
attack anywhere and anytime. 

moreover, these suicide bombings, which were the first 
such terrorist attacks in china, were an innovation in 
uighur militancy. While no connection to the tip has 
been proven, china alleges that the ringleaders trained in 
pakistan, which is likely an indication of  a suspected tie 
to the tip (al-Jazeera, may 21). the attack would also 
be similar to the suicide bombings that the tip and imu 
carry out against u.s., nato and pakistani forces in 
afghanistan and pakistan (site intelligence group, may 
26, 2013). the beheading of  two han chinese policemen 
and stabbing into 31 pieces of  a third policeman in 
yecheng (Karghlik), which is the closest city in Xinjiang 
to pakistan, suggests there may have been a broader 
attempt by militants to launch attacks during Xi’s visit 
(Times of  India, march 8, 2012; aFp, march 15). 

one of  the most notable portions of  the Damla video 
includes a scene of  militants in a mountainous region 
resembling the afghanistan-pakistan border region, 
where the militants provide a lesson on making a 
briefcase-bomb (reuters [islamabad], march 14). the 
tip has issued a series of  13 videos in uighur, with 
chinese and uighur subtitles, that teach viewers how 
to make homemade explosives (http://jihadology.
net/2013/12/31/%e1%B9%a3awt-al-islam-presents-
a-new-video-message-from-%e1%B8%a5izb-al-islami-
al-turkistani-turkistan-islamic-party-the-express-mail-of-
the-turkistan-mujahidin-12/). if  the tip can encourage 
and teach homegrown lone wolves or independent cells 
in Xinjiang to carry out attacks by distributing these types 
of  videos in Xinjiang, it would allow the tip to encourage 
attacks while avoiding the risk associated with sending its 
militants into Xinjiang.

Tiananmen

the car-bombing in tiananmen square in october 2013 
involved a husband, who rammed a car with his wife and 
mother in the passenger seats into china’s most symbolic 
location near mao Zedong’s portrait in tiananmen square. 
the husband’s motive was likely to avenge the chinese 
government’s demolition of  an extra section of  a mosque 
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that he paid to build in Kizilsu Kyrgyz autonomous 
prefecture in Xinjiang without official permission (radio 
Free asia, november 7, 2013). like the attack in urumqi, 
the tiananmen attack played well into tip propaganda. 
islom awazi released a video on jihadist websites of  tip 
leader abdullah mansour praising the “jihadi operation 
in the Forbidden city” and claiming it was the result of  
an “awakening after 60 years of  oppression” (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=lk130qpnhno).

Kunming and Guangzhou

the Kunming and guangzhou train station attacks in 
march and may 2014 were distinct from the urumqi 
train station and tiananmen square attacks, because 
neither the timing of  the attacks nor locations were 
particularly symbolic. Both, however, were certain to 
cause deaths because they were in busy public locations. 
the involvement of  two women in the Kunming attack, 
as well as the choice of  a train station, was possibly 
influenced by militants from the caucasus emirate, 
whose late leader Doku umarov was eulogized in a tip 
video on may 1 (site intelligence group, may 1, 2014). 
vilayat Dagestan, which claimed attacks on a train station 
in volgograd and trolley in pyatigorsk, near sochi, in the 
run-up to the olympics in russia in February 2014 said 
those attacks were “because of  umarov’s orders” (The 
Guardian, January 19). 

Conclusion

the recent attacks in Beijing, Kunming, urumqi and 
guangzhou are all victories for the tip and its allies in the 
imu. the attacks help the tip and imu promote china 
as the next frontier for jihadists as the u.s. withdraws 
in afghanistan. meanwhile from syria and turkey to 
the gulf, there are increasing opportunities for the tip 
and its supporters to network with uighurs in Xinjiang, 
who hold grievances against the chinese government. 
it is possible, for example, that the imu and tip could 
connect with and recruit from underground islamist 
organizations in Xinjiang similar to tablighi Jamaat, such 
as one called “hijrah Jihad,” which are inspired by similar 
salafist currents. 

moreover, it is likely that uighur militancy will come to 
resemble al-Qaeda’s militant operations elsewhere in the 
world as knowledge-transfer takes place with in-person 

training in afghanistan and pakistan or syria on simply 
online or in jihadist videos. the tip may also follow the 
caucasus emirate’s strategy towards ethnic russians, 
attacking han chinese in Xinjiang with such frequency 
that it causes them to leave the region and generates so 
much han-uighur animosity that han chinese become 
less willing to live, work and feel safe in Xinjiang.

Jacob Zenn is an analyst of  African and Eurasian Affairs for The 
Jamestown Foundation and a non-resident scholar at the Center for 
SCO Studies in Shanghai, China.

***

Challenged by China, ASEAN 
States Seek Common Response
By prashanth parameswaran 

over the past few weeks, tensions in the south china 
sea have once again bedeviled relations between 

china and the countries of  the association of  southeast 
asian nations (asean). on may 1, china deployed a 
giant oil rig in vietnam’s exclusive economic zone (eeZ) 
with a large fleet of  military and paramilitary vessels, 
sparking a face-off  with vietnamese ships and triggering 
violent protests in vietnam. then, on may 6, the 
philippines arrested 11 chinese fishermen for poaching 
more than 500 protected sea turtles in its territory, drawing 
fierce condemnation from Beijing (Xinhua, may 14). 

the events, bracketed between a visit to the region by 
u.s. president Barack obama and an asean summit 
in myanmar on may 10–11, caused alarm across several 
capitals and prompted asean to release a separate 
statement on the south china sea for the first time in 
nearly two decades (asean secretariat, may 10). While 
china appears to be calculating that its economic heft 
and military superiority will ultimately lead asean 
states to accept its dominance in the south china sea, 
these developments could in fact accelerate already 
ongoing efforts by some individual southeast asian 
states—however limited—to adopt a more outspoken 
and united stance against Beijing and increase the costs 
of  its provocative behavior through various means. 
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the south china sea issue has long been a thorn in the 
side of  asean-china relations, particularly for the four 
asean states—Brunei, malaysia, the philippines and 
vietnam—which have claims to the more than a hundred 
islets, reefs, rocks and surrounding waters there. since the 
1970s, china has displayed a tendency to use coercion to 
advance its expansive claims in the south china sea. the 
2002 Declaration of  conduct (Doc) inked by asean 
and china provided an opportunity to enact confidence-
building measures, but joint development initiatives such 
as the tripartite Joint marine seismic undertaking by 
china, vietnam and the philippines never took off. 

the latest round of  tensions date back to the deadline 
set by the united nations for countries to submit claims 
for extended continental shelves in may 2009, when 
china protested submissions made by vietnam and 
malaysia and submitted its infamous nine-dashed line 
map, which claimed nearly 90 percent of  the south china 
sea (yaleglobal online, July 7, 2011). since then, china 
has displayed a pattern of  assertiveness at sea, cutting 
cables on vietnamese ships conducting oil exploration, 
seizing the scarborough shoal from the philippines and 
expanding naval patrols in the southern parts of  its claim 
closer to malaysia and indonesia. china’s new leadership, 
led by president Xi Jinping, has continued this hardline 
approach despite some minor diplomatic concessions 
floated to asean in late 2013 (China Brief, october 24, 
2013). indeed, according to one chinese expert, china’s 
actions, including the incidents earlier this month, 
suggest that Beijing has calculated that its economic heft 
and military superiority in the region means that asean 
states will eventually come to accept its dominance in the 
south china sea (yaleglobal online, may 15).

at first glance, Beijing may appear to be correct. there 
are certain structural realities that limit asean’s ability 
to respond to china’s growing assertiveness in the south 
china sea as an organization. only four asean countries 
actually have claims in the south china sea, each tends to 
approach the issue differently and none alone is militarily 
strong enough to prevail in a confrontation with Beijing. 
meanwhile, all ten of  them have china as a leading trading 
partner and the organization as a whole operates through 
consensus. that explains why those looking for fiery 
rhetoric or bold moves by the regional group are often 
disappointed. however, a closer look reveals that despite 
these limits, over the past few months individual asean 

states—both claimants and non-claimants—have in fact 
adopted a more unified and outspoken stance against 
china and are trying to raise the cost of  its provocative 
behavior through various means, rather than giving in to 
chinese superiority.

First, some asean states, most visibly vietnam and the 
philippines, redoubled their efforts to counter chinese 
aggression, either by directly confronting Beijing or by 
boosting their own capabilities to enable them to do so in 
the future. in march, the philippines, with the assistance 
of  the united states, finally outsmarted the chinese 
coast guard, which had been trying to block its efforts to 
resupply marines on the disputed second thomas shoal 
(rappler, april 11). and despite the fact that the arrest 
of  chinese fishermen at scarborough shoal in 2012 
triggered Beijing’s eventual seizure of  the feature from 
the philippines, manila remained undeterred and brazenly 
arrested 11 fishermen on may 6. these recent philippine 
advances have clearly rankled Beijing. as one chinese 
academic asked in frustration, “since the philippines does 
not measure up to china either in economic or military 
strength, why does it dare to repeatedly create trouble in 
the south china sea?” (Straits Times, may 13). 

vietnamese ships, too displayed boldness, challenging 
superior chinese forces in an effort to prevent oil 
exploration in the area of  its claim. according to 
vietnamese accounts, some of  its vessels responded in 
kind after being rammed and water cannoned by Beijing, 
resulting in injuries to least six vietnamese sailors (voa 
news, may 12). While manila and hanoi realize that they 
cannot defeat china in an outright military confrontation, 
it is clear that both are attempting to outmaneuver it, or at 
least to give it a bloody nose. 

malaysia and indonesia are also quietly building up their 
capabilities, partly because of  growing encroachments by 
chinese vessels into their waters. last october, malaysia 
announced its desire to establish a marine and naval base 
close to the James shoal. (South China Morning Post, march 
27, 2013; Jane’s Defence Weekly, october 15, 2013). in 
march, reports surfaced that the indonesian air Force 
was expected to upgrade its airbase facilities with the 
long-term goal of  permanently deploying a squadron of  
sukhoi fighter aircraft and four Boeing ah-64e apache 
attack helicopters on the resource rich natuna islands, 
which fall within the outer limits of  china’s expansive 
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south china sea claims (ihs Jane’s, march 31). the news 
came after tni chief  general moeldoko announced 
during a trip to Beijing in February that indonesia would 
station additional forces around the natuna waters to 
“anticipate any instability” in the south china sea and 
to “serve as an early warning system” (antaranews, 
February 27). 

in response to the oil rig incident, vietnamese intellectuals 
also took to news outlets not just to defend their country, 
but to expose the gap between Beijing’s words and deeds 
to the world (east asia Forum, may 15; Straits Times, may 
13). these accounts stressed that china’s posture towards 
vietnam and other southeast asian claimants in the south 
china sea runs contrary to the conciliatory gestures offered 
by Beijing as part of  its new strategy for asean-china 
relations known as the “2 + 7 cooperation framework,” 
including the proposed asean-china treaty on good 
neighborliness, Friendship and cooperation as well as 
a working group with vietnam on joint exploration in 
disputed areas (China Brief, october 15, 2013). reports 
have also surfaced that hanoi may consider backing, 
if  not emulating, what it views as manila’s smart legal 
approach in filing a case against china before a un 
arbitral tribunal, believing that it has put Beijing on the 
defensive due to the international scrutiny that could 
result from a ruling against it (interaksyon, may 16). 
indonesia, though not a claimant, has also emphasized 
international legal principles and reputational costs in 
questioning china’s actions in the south china sea. some 
indonesian military officials have grown more outspoken 
over the past few months in publicly raising questions 
about the legitimacy of  china’s nine-dashed line, which 
violates the united nations convention on the law of  
the sea (unclos) and encroaches into the resource-
rich natuna island chain (antaranews, march 13). 
Jakarta had also firmly told china in February that it will 
not accept the legitimacy of  an air defense identification 
zone (aDiZ) over the south china sea similar to the 
one Beijing erected in the east china sea last year (Straits 
Times, February 18). 

the emphasis on international law has provided an opening 
for other external actors to support the approaches 
taken by asean states without explicitly taking sides. 
For example, the united states, along with european 
countries like poland and hungary, have expressed 
support for manila’s decision to file an arbitration case 

against Beijing as an example of  using peaceful dispute 
settlement mechanisms (u.s. Department of  state, 
February 5; Philippine Inquirer, may 18). 

third, southeast asian claimants are also intensifying 
cooperation amongst themselves, both to reduce intra-
asean differences and to forge a more united front 
against china to deter Beijing. this is especially true of  
vietnam and the philippines, which have signed several 
agreements to boost naval and coast guard coordination 
since 2010 (the Diplomat, march 28). For instance, next 
month, hanoi and manila are scheduled to hold a day 
of  beach volleyball, drinks and music on southwest cay 
island to mark growing naval collaboration after a similar 
plan was disrupted by typhoon haiyan last year (reuters, 
april 9). the idea was reportedly devised after china 
objected to joint naval patrols between the two countries. 
yet chinese media reports nonetheless hit out against the 
“manila-hanoi cohort” last week, warning that the “ill-
disposed joint venture is built on shaky ground and is 
doomed to fail” (Xinhua, may 13). 

separately, malaysia, traditionally a quieter claimant, has 
also been involved in promoting closer coordination 
between asean claimants on strategies to deal with 
Beijing, which led to the holding of  the so-called asean 
claimants Working group meeting in manila in mid-
February (Philippine Star, march 3). malaysia also boosted 
bilateral ties with the philippines, with the two countries 
agreeing to install a dedicated hotline for security and 
intelligence cooperation during philippine president 
Benigno aquino’s visit to the country in February, a year 
after the sabah crisis erupted between the two nations 
(Straits Times, February 28). 

Fourth, asean claimant states are also deepening 
engagement with other countries, principally the united 
states, to both boost their capabilities and increase the 
credibility of  their deterrent against Beijing. For example, 
the philippines concluded an enhanced Defense 
cooperation agreement (eDca) with the united 
states on april 28 and the two allies conducted the 
annual Balikatan military exercises from may 5 to may 
15 in palawan. vietnam, too, has been increasing naval 
cooperation with the united states since 2010, with the 
first search and rescue exercise conducted last month 
(u.s. navy news service, april 14). last week, u.s. fleet 
spokesman commander William marks told reuters that 
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Washington would welcome increased ports visits with 
vietnam in response to the oil rig incident, up from the 
hanoi-imposed limit of  one visit of  up to three ships 
annually (reuters, may 15). malaysia has also intensified 
its military engagement with Washington. For example, 
when u.s. admiral Jonathan W. greenert met with royal 
malaysian army (rmn) chief  admiral abdul aziz Jaafar 
in February, the two talked about submarine operations 
and agreed to more u.s. ship visits to malaysian ports 
in the future, with greenert assuring aziz of  america’s 
commitment to malaysia’s national security (The Malay 
Mail, February 11). to Beijing, these actions suggest that 
Washington is emboldening asean states at the expense 
of  regional peace (Xinhua, may 13).

Fifth, some asean non-claimants have also been more 
outspoken about their interest in regional peace and 
stability and asean unity to counter Beijing’s preferred 
strategy of  dividing the organization and isolating 
individual claimants (people’s Daily online, may 13). 
singapore prime minister lee hsien loong, speaking at 
the sidelines of  the asean summit, emphasized that 
asean should take a “common position” on certain 
questions and noted that “a divided asean undermines 
our credibility and relevance to the world” (Today, may 
11). internally, outgoing indonesian president susilo 
Bambang yudhoyono reportedly told asean colleagues 
that “there should be no room for the use of  gunboat 
diplomacy” (Philippine Star, may 13). separately, indonesian 
foreign minister marty natalegawa emphasized the need 
to intensify progress towards a coc and held a phone 
conversation with his chinese counterpart Wang yi 
(Brunei Times, may 11; Xinhua, may 14). 

the approach asean eventually adopted as a whole at 
the summit on may 10–11—and more broadly during 
myanmar’s chairmanship thus far—is also indicative of  
greater unity between member states relative to the past. 
although asean was chaired this year by myanmar—a 
non-claimant—the foreign ministers united to adopt a 
separate statement for the first time in two decades, a 
far cry from 2012, when asean was unable to issue 
a joint communiqué for the first time in its history, in 
part due to chinese pressure on the then-organization 
chair, cambodia. this is in no small part due to 
myanmar’s effective role as asean chair so far, and 
its determination to avoid bowing to any international 
pressure on the south china sea dispute which its foreign 

ministry officials made clear even before it assumed its 
role in 2014 (Myanmar Times, December 30, 2013; the 
Diplomat, may 12). earlier this year, the statement 
adopted by asean foreign ministers following a January 
retreat in Bagan also featured the south china sea issue 
prominently instead of  sidestepping it, including a veiled 
reference to concern regarding china’s new maritime law 
regulating fishing there (asean secretariat, January 17). 

chinese policymakers continue to believe that their 
economic and military might will lead asean states to 
concede in the south china sea. yet it is unmistakably 
clear that Beijing’s growing assertiveness is instead pulling 
asean countries together and pushing them towards 
other powers as they attempt to redress the glaring 
asymmetry of  capabilities in their northern neighbor’s 
’s favor. While southeast asian countries realize their 
structural limits vis-à-vis china, they are nonetheless 
clearly attempting to overcome them by increasing the cost 
of  Beijing’s provocations, either directly by countering 
Beijing’s aggressive actions or indirectly by damaging 
its international reputation, forming a common front 
with fellow asean states and external powers to deter 
Beijing, and fostering greater asean unity to prevent 
Beijing from employing divide and rule tactics. 

Prashanth Parameswaran is a PhD candidate at the Fletcher 
School of  Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University and a freelance 
journalist. He has written widely about international affairs in the 
Asia-Pacific and blogs about the region at The Asianist [www.
asianist.wordpress.com].

***

Costa Rica at a Crossroads in 
Courtship with Beijing
By r. evan ellis

in few other countries in latin america and the 
caribbean have the strategic objectives of  china been 

as clear as in its relationship with costa rica. yet in 
few other countries has the prc experienced so many 
difficulties compared to the level of  effort invested. 
When secret negotiations with costa rican president 
oscar arias and his foreign minister Bruno stagno 
led costa rica to diplomatically recognize the prc on 
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June 1, 2007, it was seen as a catalyst that could lead 
the five other central american nations recognizing 
taiwan to change their diplomatic posture. the prc was 
correspondingly generous in rewarding costa rica for 
its action, building the country a new $90 million sports 
stadium and purchasing $300 million of  its government 
bonds (Razon, march 27, 2011). While both sides have 
tried to develop a close economic relationship, major 
chinese investment projects have suffered repeated 
setbacks amid a political environment skeptical of  the 
potential for corruption and declining chinese interest 
in the relationship. the recent election of  president luis 
guillermo solis is likely to reinforce both trends, making 
major new deals considerably more challenging.

Strong First Impressions

if  the prc’s long-sought recognition by the island nation 
appeared to be the beginning of  the end for taiwan’s 
diplomatic position in central america, such consequences 
were averted with the January 2008 election of  ma yeng-
jeou, which led to a process of  reapproachment with the 
prc, in which both sides committed to suspend efforts 
to change the diplomatic posture of  states recognizing 
the other. 

While the prc-taiwan “diplomatic truce” prevented 
Beijing from acting upon the interest expressed by 
other central american leaders in changing their own 
diplomatic posture, it did not stop it from seeking to 
expand its relationship with costa rica as an example to 
other states of  the fruits of  friendship with the prc. Both 
chinese presidents hu Jintao and his successor Xi Jinping 
visited the country, as well as receiving both costa rican 
president oscar arias and his successor laura chinchilla 
in china on multiple occasions. With the support of  
agreements signed during such visits, chinese companies 
entered into negotiations for various major infrastructure 
projects funded by loans from chinese banks, including 
a $1.3 billion expansion of  the nation’s aging refinery 
in moin (Bloomberg, June 20, 2013) and a $465 million 
improvement of  the highway linking the capital, san Jose, 
to the country’s principal caribbean port in limon (Costa 
Rica Hoy, march 15). 

the prc also offered a $101 million loan for costa rica 
to replace its aging transportation fleet with new chinese 
higer-brand buses, plus an additional $30 million for the 

purchase of  solar panels to power homes, including a 10 
mW solar energy facility being constructed in guanacaste 
by the chinese firm guoxin (reuters, June 3, 2013).

in the final days of  the chinchilla administration, the china 
Development Bank (cDB), in combination with costa 
rican national and local officials, began to look beyond 
loans to chinese investment in the country, presenting 
a feasibility study advocating for the establishment of  
six new territorially-defined free trade zones in different 
parts of  the country, with designated focuses ranging 
from high-tech manufacturing to agriculture to tourism, 
presumably to be occupied by chinese companies, with 
the backing of  chinese banks (El Financiero, may 13). 

Beyond commercial projects, the prc has also provided 
assistance in other areas, including an offer to construct 
a $25 million police academy in the caribbean city of  
pococí (Costa Rica Hoy, June 5, 2013). in november 2011, 
its new hospital ship “peace ark” made a port call in 
limon, where it provided medical service to poor costa 
ricans (Nación, november 23, 2011). in education, the 
chinese cultural promotion organization, Hanban funded 
the establishment of  central america’s first confucius 
institute, for chinese-language and culture education at 
the university of  costa rica (china.org, november 19, 
2008), in addition to providing personnel and resources 
for non-confucius institute language training and cultural 
programs with costa rica’s Universidad Nacional and the 
private Centro Cultural China-Costa Rica, among others. 
Between the confucius institute and other programs, the 
chinese government has offered almost 90 scholarships 
per year for costa ricans to study in the prc.

But a Rough Morning After

Despite such largesse, from the beginning of  the 
relationship, chinese initiatives in costa rica have been 
mired in controversy, and blocked by a combination of  
bureaucratic obstacles and resistance in the national 
assembly. the assembly held hearings to determine if  
there were improprieties related to the prc’s purchase of  
$300 million in costa rican government bonds (Nación, 
september 4, 2008). aFecc, the chinese company that 
built the donated costa rican stadium in record time, was 
condemned when it diverted machines and equipment to 
support a commercial construction operation that it was 
trying to set up in the country (Nación, march 7, 2010). 
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in 2013, the refinery project was halted when it emerged 
that the principal chinese contractor, china national 
petroleum corporation, had created a conflict of  interest 
by using one of  its own affiliates, hQcec, to do the 
feasibility study (Bloomberg, June 20, 2013), and on two 
additional occasions, the costa rican comptroller’s office 
rejected re-worked versions of  the study submitted by 
soresco, the chinese-costa rican joint venture leading 
the project. 

With respect to the improvement of  the roadway Ruta 
32, amidst a national election campaign, the national 
assembly balked at approving the project over allegations 
that the project costs were inflated, the interest rate 
was too high, the clause for resolving contract disputes 
through a prc-based arbitration body was unacceptable 
and the parent of  the company doing the work had 
been barred from World Bank projects over corruption 
charges (Nación, april 21, 2013; Costa Rica Hoy, november 
19, 2013). in 2013, costa rica’s Instituto Costarricense de 
Electricidad (ice) halted implementation of  a $583 million 
contract awarded to the chinese firm huawei to build 
a nationwide 3g cellular communications infrastructure, 
due to alleged procedural improprieties, although the 
matter was later resolved (Nación, august 30, 2013).

in cultural affairs, by one estimate, almost half  of  the 
scholarships offered by the prc government for study 
in china have gone unused due to a lack of  candidates 
meeting the rigorous qualifications of  the programs.

Dealing With a New President

if  the aforementioned examples show that costa rica’s 
pluralistic politics and dedication to procedure has created 
difficulties for the chinese, the new political phase that 
it has entered with the election of  luis guillermo solis 
portends an even more fundamental re-evaluation of  that 
relationship.

the current phase was defined by the unorthodox 
national elections of  February 2 and april 6, in which the 
establishment candidate of  the Partido Liberación Nacional 
(pln), Jhonny araya, unexpectedly withdrew from the 
race after winning a plurality, but not majority in the first 
round, allowing a dark-horse candidate who had come 
from virtual obscurity, luis guillermo solis, to win the 
presidency.

a key focus of  solis’s appeal was his commitment to move 
away from the type of  improper activities that many in 
the country felt characterized the previous governments 
of  the Partido de Liberación Nacional (pln) and their 
relationship with the prc persons who have worked 
with solis characterize him as a principled pragmatist 
who, while not anti-chinese, is distrustful of  the chinese 
approach to doing business. Beyond luis guillermo solis, 
a key voice in the party that he rode to power, the Partido 
Acción Ciudadaña (pac), also reflects the strong influence 
of  its founder, ottón solís (no relationship), who has 
been a vocal critic of  projects involving the chinese 
(Nación, June 21, 2013).

the way in which such skepticism toward the prc 
could play out is made unpredictable by the fragility 
of  the new government, both in parliament and in the 
executive branch. the pac, controls only 12 of  the 57 
seats in the unicameral national assembly—a weakness 
illustrated on the opening day of  the assembly, when 
the first official motion was to call a recess because the 
newly elected legislators had not yet finalized inter-party 
alliance negotiations, determining whether the pac, or 
a pln-led opposition alliance, would control the body. 
With respect to the executive, few of  those named as 
ministers have senior-level government experience. 
this lack of  experience plus the new government’s 
weak position in the national assembly, suggest likely 
problems in successfully “shepherding” programs 
through legislative and administrative processes, with the 
result that those chinese projects taken forward under a 
solis administration, could face even more hurdles than 
those under the pln governments of  oscar arias and 
laura chinchilla.

controversy over the relationship with the prc is also 
likely to be bolstered by an expanding deficit in costa 
rica’s trade with the country, with the country’s $1.4 
billion imports from the prc in 2012 already more than 
four times its $331 million in exports (Direction of  Trade 
Statistics Yearbook, international monetary Fund 2013). 
more problematically, 78 percent of  costa rica’s exports 
to china are tied to the production of  semiconductor 
chips by the intel corporation; the company’s announced 
shutdown of  its production line in costa rica will greatly 
increase costa rica’s trade deficit with the prc, and 
associated negative attention to the relationship. nor will 
attempts to expand exports of  coffee, banana, pineapple 
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or ornamental flowers adequately compensate for the loss 
of  chip exports, since costa rica’s limited production of  
such traditional products is already absorbed by the u.s. 
and european markets, and faces strong competition in 
china from closer suppliers such as thailand and the 
philippines.

sources of  tension on the costa rican side are also likely 
to be reinforced by decreasing generosity by the prc. 
From china’s perspective, each successive government 
following that of  oscar arias (who took the political risk 
of  changing the country’s diplomatic posture), is seen to 
deserve progressively less special treatment for merely 
continuing the relationship. china’s decreasing disposition 
to woo costa rica is reinforced by the continuing prc 
rapprochement with taiwan, which reduces incentives to 
provide gifts merely to maintain costa rica’s diplomatic 
recognition. 

the decrease in china’s special treatment of  costa rica is 
seen not only in the shift from gifts, such as the national 
stadium, to loan-based projects such as the refinery and 
the san Jose-limon highway, but also in diplomatic 
assignments. Whereas china’s first two ambassadors to 
costa rica, Wang Xiaoyuan and li changhua, each had 
extensive prior experience in the region, spoke fluent 
spanish and actively sought relations with key actors in 
the country, its latest representative, song yanbin, arrived 
in costa rica with little spanish ability, no previous 
experience in the region and is seen by many costa ricans 
as much less effective than his predecessors in building 
local relationships.

Conclusion

While such factors are likely to expand problems between 
china and costa rica, the relationship could nonetheless 
take an unexpectedly positive turn due, ironically, to 
economic necessity. most pressingly, intel’s withdrawal of  
semiconductor manufacturing from costa rica over the 
coming year is likely to negatively affect the economy far 
beyond the 1,500 positions to be directly eliminated, since 
other companies who have based their own presence in 
costa rica around intel’s chip production, including both 
component suppliers and service providers, may also 
cease operations or transfer jobs out of  the country.

costa rica could further suffer capital flight if  the 

more left-of-center actors in the governing coalition 
assume a high-profile role in economic policymaking. in 
the national assembly, these include the neo-socialist 
Frente Amplio party, which constitutes almost half  of  the 
governing coalition, as well as Dr. henry mora, president 
of  the new parliament and an economics professor 
whose strongly leftist economic ideology was showcased 
through his outspoken opposition to the central america 
Free trade agreement during its consideration by the 
national assembly in 2008.

such factors could push the new costa rican government 
toward greater cooperation with the prc, making 
initiatives such as the free trade zones proposed by china 
Development Bank more attractive as a way to replace 
lost costa rican jobs or compensate for swelling trade 
deficits with the prc.

however events unfold, it is likely that the impact of  
luis guillermo solis’s administration on costa rica’s 
relationship with the prc is likely to be as significant and 
unexpected as his arrival in the presidency. 
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his own. Dr. Ellis would like to thank Dr. Thais Cordoba of  
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