
 1 

 
 

  

 
 
SSEASRC 
(South and South East Asia 
Security Research Centre) 
 
Centre for Security and Intelligence 



https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2011/11/17/remarks-president-obama-australian-parliament


https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/10/11/americas-pacific-century/
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF


https://dr.ntu.edu.sg/bitstream/10356/143604/2/WP326.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-our-relationship-india-next-century-address-us-secretary-state-rex-tillerson
https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-our-relationship-india-next-century-address-us-secretary-state-rex-tillerson


https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-chinese-director-of-the-office-of-the-central-commission-for-foreign-affairs-yang-jiechi-and-chinese-state-councilor-wang-yi-at-th/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-chinese-director-of-the-office-of-the-central-commission-for-foreign-affairs-yang-jiechi-and-chinese-state-councilor-wang-yi-at-th/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-chinese-director-of-the-office-of-the-central-commission-for-foreign-affairs-yang-jiechi-and-chinese-state-councilor-wang-yi-at-th/
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/11/15/xi-biden-at-apec-summit-china-us-leaders-meet-in-san-francisco.html#:~:text=he%20meets%20Biden-,Earth%20is%20'big%20enough'%20for%20U.S.%20and%20China%20to%20succeed,says%20as%20he%20meets%20Biden&text=President%20Joe%20Bid
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/11/15/xi-biden-at-apec-summit-china-us-leaders-meet-in-san-francisco.html#:~:text=he%20meets%20Biden-,Earth%20is%20'big%20enough'%20for%20U.S.%20and%20China%20to%20succeed,says%20as%20he%20meets%20Biden&text=President%20Joe%20Bid
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/11/15/xi-biden-at-apec-summit-china-us-leaders-meet-in-san-francisco.html#:~:text=he%20meets%20Biden-,Earth%20is%20'big%20enough'%20for%20U.S.%20and%20China%20to%20succeed,says%20as%20he%20meets%20Biden&text=President%20Joe%20Bid
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/11/15/xi-biden-at-apec-summit-china-us-leaders-meet-in-san-francisco.html#:~:text=he%20meets%20Biden-,Earth%20is%20'big%20enough'%20for%20U.S.%20and%20China%20to%20succeed,says%20as%20he%20meets%20Biden&text=President%20Joe%20Bid
https://www.reuters.com/world/top-takeaways-biden-xi-meeting-bali-2022-11-14/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf


 6 

years will be the decisive period. We stand now at the inflection point, where the choices we make 

and the priorities we pursue today will set us on a course that determines our competitive position 

long into the future".18  
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near seas.22 Beijing also used economic leverage, influenced operations, and “implied military threats 

to persuade other states to comply with its agenda,
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mighty Spain, defeated Imperial Germany, Nazi Germany, and Imperial Japan in the first and second 

world wars, and emerged victorious over the Soviet Union in the Cold War. 

 

The U.S.-China relationship is the most consequential bilateral relationship in the world today. 

However, the relationship between these two great powers has been deteriorating due to many 

irreconcilable issues and a deep mistrust between them. It is very difficult, if not impossible, 
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2017, which piqued Chinese interests and was schemed to employ a Cold War-style scenario to 

strategically build an arc around China by adding India as a member.42 Chinese top diplomat Wang Yi 

has portrayed the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy as a byword for bloc politics and called the AUKUS military 

alliance and Quad formation the “Indo-Pacific version of NATO” that targets China.43 In a recent speech 

to Chinese leaders, President Xi Jinping openly lambasted “U.S.-led Western countries” for their pursuit 

to “contain, encircle, and suppress” China.44 However, Chheang Vannarith, former President of 

Cambodia Think-thank AVI, sighed “The U.S is trying to contain or constraint China. But it seems 

impossible because China is too powerful for the U.S. to contain or encircle”.45 

 

According to Dr. Wuthnow, senior research fellow at National Defense University, if America were in 

fact employing a containment strategy, China would encounter pressure both on its eastern frontier, 

where Japan occupied key positions on the first island chain, and increasingly along its southern and 

western flanks.46  Under the Biden administration, the bolstering of the Quad and its possible 

expansion as a tool of “military deterrence” is also high on the agenda..47 Increasing military 

interoperability among the Quad members is crucial for the grouping, which aims to position itself as 

a buttress for security in the region and uphold the principles of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific, as 

demonstrated in the recent Malabar exercise off the coast of Guam. In addition to strengthening the 

Quad and AUKUS, and deepening its regional treaty alliances, Australia, Japan, the ROK, the 

Philippines, and Thailand.48 Washington has shown significant interest in forging new and revitalized 

partnerships and initiatives. These include vital new trilaterals, namely the U.S., Japan, and South 

Korea, as well as the U.S., South Korea, and India.49 At the same time, Washington has sought to 

strengthen relationships with leading regional partners including India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mongolia, 

                                                        
42 Joel Wuthnow, “China's shifting attitude on the Indo-Pacific Quad,” War On The Rocks, 7 April 2021. 

https://warontherocks.com/2021/04/CHINAS-SHIFTING-ATTITUDE-ON-THE-INDO-PACIFIC-QUAD/.  
43 Wuthnow, “China's shifting attitude on the Indo-Pacific Quaě們ꀀ
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the Indo-Pacific on challenges that transcend geography, such as cyber, economic security, nuclear 

proliferation, and the evolving interconnections between Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea, among 

other issues”.63 NATO’s primary mission is deterrence and defense, and should any adversary challenge 

that deterrent, as the U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin put it, "the Alliance is ready to fight and to 

win".64 

https://www.voacambodia.com/a/chinese-defense-minister-denies-military-presence-in-cambodia/4943615.html
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https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_222203.htm?selectedLocale=en
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disputes, the rule of law, and human rights.66 
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treaty ally, the U.S., while demonstrating a more assertive transparency campaign to publicize China’s 

actions of intimidation and coercion.105 In February 2023, President Marcos allowed four new military 

https://eastasiaforum.org/2024/03/13/chinese-aggression-ramps-up-in-the-south-china-sea/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=isKteNo3dkk&t=1290s
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continues to challenge such moves and accuses Manila of violating Chinese sovereignty. For instance, 

in October 2023, according to China’s Southern Theatre Command, it had warned off a Philippine Navy 

frigate for trespassing in the waters around Scarborough Shoal.110 
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currently operates up to 45 submarines across six classes. These include indigenously-designed diesel 

submarines such as the Song class (Type 039) and Yuan class (Type 041), as well as four nuclear classes: 

the Shang class, Jin class, SSBN, and SSN, with the Tang class SSBN also noted.124 Hainan Island serves 

as a pivotal base for these forces. 

 

To establish a "near-continuous at-sea strategic deterrent," China is equipping its nuclear-powered 

ballistic missile submarines with advanced JL-3 submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) capable 

of targeting the continental United States.125 Alexander Neal notes that these efforts include coaxing 

Chinese nuclear submarines into tunnels as a significant measure to protect China’s seaborne nuclear 

deterrent. These submarines can penetrate the first island chain and launch from the blue waters of 

the Pacific Ocean, potentially reaching the Eastern seaboard of the United States.126 

 

Over the last two decades, China has made substantial investments in shipbuilding as part of its efforts 

to enhance maritime power projection. In 2023, China accounted for more than half of the world’s 

commercial shipbuilding, whereas the U.S. contributed less than 1 percent.127 This statistic 

underscores China's prioritization of maritime capabilities, particularly in safeguarding the South China 

Sea. China has significantly upgraded facilities and infrastructure in Hainan as it expands its naval fleet. 

Currently, China boasts the world’s largest navy, with over 370 vessels, surpassing the U.S. which has 

approximately 296 vessels. China's navy is projected to grow to 435 vessels by 2030, while the U.S. 

plans to increase its fleet to over 300 vessels by the early 2030s.128 In the present security complexity, 

China is required to have the capability to reach and influence far beyond its shores. The PLA Navy, 

which has made significant progress both in size and technological sophistication in a two-decade, 

plays a pivotal role in supporting its assertive maritime claims of the East and South China Sea.129

https://www.cassindia.com/role-of-submarines#:~:text=China%20is%20currently%20operating%20as,(Type%20094)%20nuclear%2Dpowered
https://www.cassindia.com/role-of-submarines#:~:text=China%20is%20currently%20operating%20as,(Type%20094)%20nuclear%2Dpowered
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-05/news/china-deploys-new-submarine-launched-ballistic-missiles
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-05/news/china-deploys-new-submarine-launched-ballistic-missiles
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tRVVXDyg3RY&t=45s
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Cambodia is a small state in Southeast Asia and a member of ASEAN. Its past has been marked with 

suffering and fragility. Cambodia has risen with resolute will to promote unity and peace based on a 

multi-party liberal democracy. The ultimate objectives of its foreign policy, as enshrined in the 

Constitution, are to preserve and protect Cambodia’s territorial integrity and sovereignty as an 

independent nation and, second, to move the nation forward with development, prosperity, and glory. 

Cambodia has always been and will continue to be a small state in a large, dangerous world and a 

tough region of the Indo-Pacific. The existential challenge for Cambodia is how it achieves these 

ultimate objectives and continues to succeed in an unprecedented, complex, and changing world. The 

researcher has tried to answer how Cambodia overcomes this existential challenge, stays relevant, and 

adapts as the world changes through in-depth interviews with scholars, diplomats, politicians, and 

government officials. 

 

It is in Cambodia’s national interest to navigate the intense rivalry between the U.S. and China carefully. 

Cambodia's core interests lie in maintaining peace, security, and stability to foster development and 

growth, as well as upholding territorial integrity, sovereignty, and independence. It is crucial for 

Cambodia to pursue a foreign policy that remains independent and free from external influences and 

pressures. However, the competition between the U.S. and China poses concerns and complexities for 

Cambodia's efforts to strike a delicate balance. Cambodia seeks to maintain good relationships with 

both the U.S. and China without aligning with either side, particularly concerning its security and 

foreign policy. 

 

Some questions that have been raised include the following: First, what are the key security challenges 

Cambodia faces? Second, what policy choices and approaches should Cambodia make to navigate the 

complex security environment in the region, given the growing U.S.-China competition? And third, how 

does Cambodia’s internal political landscape influence its foreign and security policy in navigating the 

emerging security order in the Indo-Pacific amidst intensifying U.S.-China competition?  

 

Key Security challenges facing Cambodia 

Southeast Asia has become a theater of power competition, particularly between the U.S. and China. 

Like other countries in the region, Cambodia too is caught in between great power rivalry. As a member 

of ASEAN, Cambodia fully supports ASEAN core values the so-called ASEAN Centrality, particularly 

ASEAN’s policies of neutrality, non-interference into the internal affairs of its members, consensus, and 

peaceful resolution of dispute. ASEAN composes of ten small states and each member is independent 

in their foreign policy conduct. Chheang Vannarith argued that all Southeast Asian countries are 
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the region. He foresees that competition between the U.S. and China could lead to a new Cold War 

(Cold War 2.0), with the risks of proxy wars in Southeast Asia becoming possible. Examples include the 

political crisis in Myanmar, the dispute in the South China Sea, and the Korean Peninsula issue. If this 

occurs, it will not only impact regional stability and security but also negatively affect peace and 

security in Cambodia.133 
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four principles and seven policies for Cambodian foreign policy. These have served Cambodia well since 

it achieved peace through the win-win policy in 1998. 

 

First, Cambodia aims to protect its core interests by firmly upholding and defending the constitution, 

exercising proactive diplomacy regarding sovereignty, territorial integrity, independence, and 

maintaining peace, stability, and socio-economic development.138 According to Article 53 of the 

Constitution, Cambodia adopts a policy of permanent neutrality and non-alignment. It follows a policy 

of peaceful coexistence with its neighbors and other countries worldwide. Cambodia shall not invade 

any country or interfere in any country's internal affairs, directly or indirectly, and shall solve any 

problems peacefully with respect for mutual interests. It shall not join any military alliance or pact 

incompatible with its policy of neutrality. Cambodia shall not permit any foreign military base on its 

territory and shall not have its military base abroad, except within the framework of a United Nations 

request. Cambodia reserves the right to receive foreign assistance in military equipment, armaments, 

ammunition, and training of its armed forces, as well as other assistance for self-defense and to 

maintain public order and security within its sovereign territory.139 For instance, regarding the South 

China Sea dispute, Cambodia's position is to resolve it through peaceful means and dialogue. In a 

conversation with VOA News on September 27, 2017, Prak Sokhonn, then Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

expressed that Cambodia wanted all disputing parties to resolve the issue through dialogue and 

negotiation, maintaining normalcy and the status quo, and through bilateral negotiations with China 

and other claimants.140   

 

Second, Cambodia continues to exercise a rules-based and independent foreign policy by adhering to 

the principles and mechanisms stipulated in the bylaws of the United Nations and ASEAN. It exercises 

diplomacy in a soft yet firm manner, with flexibility and balance in resp
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Third, Cambodia contributes to regional and international efforts to build and maintain peace, stability, 

and prosperity in areas of common concern such as climate change, transnational crimes, terrorism, 

and pandemics. It has been active in UN peacekeeping and mine and weapon clearing. Cambodia 

promotes multilateralism and participates in regional and international forums. Its success as ASEAN 

Chair has enhanced Cambodia's image on the world stage.142 Multilateralism helps Cambodia to 

maintain its strategic autonomy and through these multilateral institutions, it could better exercise its 

agency and helps shield Cambodia’s security especially from foreign intervention. Cambodia can also 

use multilateral systems to raise its security concerns and advance its security interests.143 In an 

interview with researcher, ambassador Chanborei expressed that Cambodia’s foreign policy, led by the 

ruling-Cambodia People’s Party, is very consistent based on three core principles: (1) Cambodia 

welcomes all international parties which aim at building peace, stability and development, (2) 

Cambodia supports initiatives that do not target any party, (3) Cambodia supports all principles that 

conform to the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo
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including U

https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501098157/u-s-coercive-diplomacy-has-no-market-on-china-cambodia-naval-facility/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/501098157/u-s-coercive-diplomacy-has-no-market-on-china-cambodia-naval-facility/
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Washington Post blatantly called the base a secretly-built facility for China’s exclusive “military” use 

and a part of the country’s “

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/06/06/cambodia-china-navy-base-ream/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2022/09/05/cambodias-ream-naval-base-attracts-competing-patrons/
https://eastasiaforum.org/2022/09/05/cambodias-ream-naval-base-attracts-competing-patrons/
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https://edition.cnn.com/2023/09/01/asia/china-navy-overseas-military-bases-intl-hnk-ml/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/09/01/asia/china-navy-overseas-military-bases-intl-hnk-ml/index.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/chinese-defense-minister-denies-military-presence-in-cambodia/4943615.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/chinese-defense-minister-denies-military-presence-in-cambodia/4943615.html
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202307/1295203.shtml


https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/07/asia/cambodia-ream-naval-base-chinese-warships-us-analysis/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/07/asia/cambodia-ream-naval-base-chinese-warships-us-analysis/index.html
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3795409/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-ills-meetings-with-cambodian-pri/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3795409/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-ills-meetings-with-cambodian-pri/
https://thediplomat.com/2024/06/us-defense-secretary-austin-visits-cambodia-for-talks-with-new-leadership/
https://thediplomat.com/2024/06/us-defense-secretary-austin-visits-cambodia-for-talks-with-new-leadership/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-defense-secretary-visits-cambodia-it-moves-closer-beijing-2024-06-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-defense-secretary-visits-cambodia-it-moves-closer-beijing-2024-06-04/
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aims to effectively manage and control Cambodia’s maritime domain and fully participate with other 

countries in safeguarding peace, and strengthening stability and security in the region. This 

modernization does not threaten any country because Cambodia does not all
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With peace and development, we can build a strong defense to protect Cambodia’s constitution, 

sovereignty, and territorial integrity. Former Minister of Defense Tea Banh stated in the National 

Defense White Paper 2022, “My primary intent is to strengthen the defense foundation through a 

bonding connection between our defense forces and the population. This method would prove 





 




