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Abstract: China’s placement of a drilling rig named HD981 into Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and continental shelf in East Sea was a serious challenge to Vietnam’s sovereignty protection that alerted the international community on regional security and maritime safety. The escalation to a dangerous level of China’s territorial dispute with Vietnam will definitely have a significant impact on the strategic mindset and international relations of Vietnam as well as of other countries involved. On the long run, territorial disputes between China and Vietnam and other South East Asian countries will not subside but escalate both in scale and severity. Perhaps, the HD981 oil rig crisis can actually serve as a big wakeup call that would result in the strategy reorientation of Vietnam’s foreign policy in the next period.
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1. The severity of China’s placement of HD981 oil rig into Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and the resulting challenges
1.1. The severity of the act

In the recent years, China has been pursuing a maritime strategy whose goal is to exploit maritime potentials to serve its national economic development, and turn the country into a maritime superpower. This strategy would have been of no concern to other countries in the region had it been deployed within China’s sovereignty and not involved disputes with neighbouring countries or threats to the security of international maritime flows. Nevertheless, China’s maritime strategy has largely involved territorial expansion, both inland and at sea, stepping into other country’s territory and territorial waters and, thus, violating the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982. China’s territorial ambition was most obviously revealed when it claimed sovereignty on East Sea through the declaration of the “cow tongue line” (or nine-dash line) encompassing the territories of other countries. In practice, China has carried out a series of unilateral actions that has triggered regional unrest. (*)
In order to meet its objectives on East Sea, China is now slowly marking its territories by creating a number of small-scale disputes to avoid strong reactions from the international community and to gradually legalize its territorial ambitions. The placement of HD981 oil rig from the beginning of May to mid-July 2014 in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and continental shelf was a bold move in China’s territorial expansion strategy. In comparison to previous conflicts with other neighbouring countries, the nature and magnitude of this act was much more severe and perhaps, following this event, local strategists would need to reconsider the foreign policy strategy of Vietnam. The severity of this event is shown in the following facts: i) this is the longest continuous confrontation of all recent conflicts between China and countries in the East Sea area; ii) China mobilized a vigorous escorting taskforce to the conflict waters, including hundreds of ships of all types and even warships and military aircrafts; and, iii) it was the riskiest dispute ever initiated by China as it involved a multi-billion dollar oil rig in an area which was not identified as its sovereignty.

The above “records” of the HD981 oil rig crisis imply that this was a carefully planned move. China would not just randomly execute such a large scale and risky activity like that. The basic prerequisite for the escalation was the enhanced Chinese army, particularly the naval forces, and based on such differences in strength, Chinese strategists believed that they could “scare off” their neighbours as done before. After forty years of implementing the four modernization strategies (in industry, agriculture, national defense and science and technology), the Chinese economy has emerged as the world’s second largest economy, and it was thanks to this growth that China has been able to concretize its dream of national defense modernization. Currently, China has the fastest growing expenditure for national defense compared to other countries in the world, and the rate has been maintained at double-digit throughout the past decade. According to the US Department of Defense, China’s total expenditure on national defense in 2013 was around USD145 billion, ranked second in the world after the US in terms of national defense budget(1). With such lavish spending and the goal to become a maritime superpower, China’s naval forces have gone through a radical transformation with enhanced nuclear submarines, modern attack crafts, escort vessels and other logistic forces. The strength of China’s naval forces is now approaching that of the US and has surpassed by far the power of all South East Asian countries combined(2). At this level of strength, China is trying to intimidate its neighbours, especially those who share with it East Sea waters, by holding military exercises to demonstrate its power, and by using a vigorous fleet and military forces in disputes, as well as via menacing measures such as the strong declarations “playing with fire” or “distant water will not quench a fire nearby”. Furthermore, China has bluntly refused to any diplomatic resorts such as multilateral negotiation.

Overall, in the recent years, China has systematically utilized a combination of diplomatic and economic measures, and measures related to power enhancement, in order to carry out its maritime strategy. However, among all disputes arisen in the past decade, the deployment of the HD981 oil rig together with the large and powerful assistance of civil and military forces around the oil rig, and multiple attempts to ram and sink Vietnamese ships and boats in the area, have been the biggest and most intense clash between China and Vietnam in particular, and between China and countries in the region in general.

1.2. Challenges for Vietnam in the aftermath of the HD981 oil rig

Although under the pressure of international public opinion and the determination of Vietnamese government, China has recalled the oil rig from Vietnam’s territories, the event nevertheless underlined a number of issues in Vietnam’s strategy to protect the territorial integrity as well as in its foreign policy, namely:  

China’s goal to invade and dominate East Sea is unmovable and the frequency of conflicts arising in the area will continue to grow. East Sea is chosen by China as a top priority site to deploy its maritime strategy as this is an area with large economic potential involving oil, seafood, also an “ambiguous” zone in terms of security, in other words, the disparity in military capacity in the area is quite large and in favour of China. Apart from these factors, East Sea and the South East Asia region are the areas of strategic competition between the US and China, as the US has chosen South East Asia as a prioritized area to carry out it “pivot-to-Asia” strategy, while China is trying to expand through the southern sea route. Furthermore, East Sea also plays a strategic role to China as the country’s leading economic centers are all situated in the South with direct access to the East Sea(3) and hence, the sea represents economic, transportation potential, but also an area full of security risks in case of conflicts.
The presence of a large number of Chinese ships, boats, including fisheries surveillance forces, coast guards, and even of the navy around the oil rig showed that Vietnam’s legal enforcement authorities in the area are far from sufficient or powerful. Overall, Vietnam’s legal enforcement authorities on Vietnamese seas have grown quite fast in the recent years, but it would require much more time and effort for these forces to meet the requirement. During the previous conflict, China maintained an unchanged number of around 100 ships of all kinds in the area, while Vietnam was only able to launch around 30 ships of all kinds. Chinese coast guards were not only plentiful in number but also stronger. While escorting and protecting the oil rig, China circulated various 5,000 ton patrol vessels to the site, while Vietnam’s coastal guards only had two modern 2,500 ton vessels. Furthermore, right at the oil rig spot, there were times when China mobilized up to 7 military vessels from the South Sea fleet to the area, including modern attack crafts such as the 7,000 ton Lanzhou 170 or the 6,500 ton Guangzhou 543(4), meanwhile Vietnamese military forces were unable to be present (Vietnam’s largest escort carrier is only of 2,000 ton). There is clearly a big difference of legal enforcing civil forces and military vehicles between Vietnam and China in this confrontation and taking advantage of this fact, Chinese vessels proactively hit and sank Vietnamese boats. The rise in strength of China’s maritime forces in recent years has resulted in big challenges to their Vietnamese counterparts and to Vietnam’s sovereignty defense.   

The role of regional institutions, particularly of the ASEAN in East Sea conflict resolution has been relatively limited. The 24th ASEAN Summit was held in Myanmar on 10th May 2014 when China had been moving its HD981 oil rig into Vietnam’s territory for ten days. At the event, Vietnam declared its strong objection against the illegal presence of HD981 oil rig, however, the reaction obtained from ASEAN was rather limited. It just issued a joint statement with the message: “ASEAN’s foreign ministers are deeply concerned on the situation on East Sea that has escalated tensions in the region. We urge the concerned parties to exercise self-restraint and avoid actions which would complicate the situation and undermine peace, stability, and security in the East Sea and to settle disputes through peaceful means, without resorting to the threat or use of force, in accordance with universally recognized principles of international laws, including the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea” (cited in vnexpress.net on 10th May 2014). In general, ASEAN’s reaction is relatively soft compared to that of the US or Japan. According to the spokesperson of the US Department of State, State Secretary John Kerry, in a phone call with his Chinese counterpart, called it as a “provocative” act and urged all parties to ease tensions. In separate remarks to visiting Singaporean Minister of Foreign Affairs, the US State Secretary said that: “We are particularly concerned - all nations that are engaged in navigation and traffic within the East Sea, the East China Sea, are deeply concerned about this aggressive act"(5). Also on this matter, the US State Secretary extended his invitation to Vietnam’s Minister of Foreign Affairs to visit the US for discussion. Japan also expressed its strong reaction. In an interview conducted on 9th May 2014, Japan Foreign Minister stated that: “We are deeply concerned about China’s unilateral actions and placement of oil rigs in East Sea as they have escalated tensions in the region. We consider these as provocative advances of China”(6). Right after the statements, Japan also considered assistance schemes to provide equipment to Vietnam’s coast guard fleets and announced that it would support the coast guard fleet and give training to Vietnam’s coast guards(7). Thus, at the diplomatic level, although ASEAN has shown a supportive voice towards Vietnam, these have been limited in scope. The HD981 oil rig crisis has highlighted the crucial role of a few countries to Vietnam, both in diplomacy as well as in pledges to support conflict resolution in East Sea.

2. The impact of HD981 oil rig placement on Vietnam’s foreign policy
The HD981 incident had a big impact on Vietnam-China bilateral relation, a relationship on which Vietnam has always placed special importance and which it wishes to maintain in friendly manners. After the incident took place, Vietnam expressed its conciliatory efforts by sending a diplomatic official to China for discussion on conflict resolution. In return, a high-ranking official, Yang Jie Chi, China’s State Councilor, also arrived in Vietnam for a visit. In general, the meetings did not produce the expected outcome and confrontation around the oil rig area continued to intensify. With respect to his visit, Yang Jie Chi acknowledged that the diplomatic ties between the two countries were at a difficult time. Referring to Yang Jie Chi’s approach when handling the HD981 oil rig crisis, the spokesperson of China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs said: “We hope that Vietnam adopts a general view and together with China, realize the aim to settle the current situation in a suitable manner”(8). 

What did the Chinese diplomat imply in the phrases “general view” and “together with China”? Certainly, this must be very complex issues, perhaps the issues related to the two countries’ political and strategic partnerships. The New York Times on 18th June 2014 predicted that during his visit, Yang Jie Chi would emphasize that “Vietnam should not seek material and spiritual support from the US”. Clearly, the placement of the HD981 oil rig is closely linked to the global or regional strategy of China as in recent periods, China has many times accused the US of its strategy to besiege China. This is in line with the opinions of some international experts that the HD981 oil rig incident was the “react” of China for US President visit to some Asian countries in late April 2014(9). Therefore, it can be seen that, the oil rig incident and statements from China’s side illustrate the obvious fact that China is determined to realize its goal to dominate South East Sea, through which it will seize all resources located in the area as well as gain the upper hand in the confrontation with the US. 

In principle, Vietnam’s foreign policy in recent years has prioritized the establishment of friendly relations with other countries to create the most favourable conditions for the local industrialization and development process. On this basis, Vietnam has followed a balanced approach when it comes to diplomatic relations with the world’s superpowers, particularly the US and China, while on the military front, Vietnam adopted the “3 Nos” policy (no military alliances, not allowing any country to set up military bases on Vietnamese territory and not relying on any country for combating others)(10). However, the recent developments on East Sea and prospects of escalating tensions in upcoming periods are definite obstacles against the implementation of these strategic goals and also of Vietnam’s foreign policy.

The balanced diplomatic policies adopted by small countries are hardly executable in the context of strategic competition between superpowers and even more so when the small country is in direct conflict with a superpower. Many countries have aimed for a balanced diplomatic policy with the world’s superpowers and some have succeeded in meeting certain objectives. However, in diplomacy, there is definitely no such thing like “absolute balance” and each country will have its own strategic priorities. Moreover, if focusing too much on “balance”, small nations will be “taken advantage” by the bigger ones and at times, and this strategy will limit these nations’ flexibility in international diplomatic relations. Reflections on recent years show that, even though Vietnam wanted to pursue a balanced diplomatic policy, the bigger countries did not allow it to do so and thus, Vietnam might be put at a deadlock and unable to pursue its foreign policy. In principle, under the current context and prospects of escalating tension in East Sea, Vietnam should embark on a more proactive, flexible and prioritized foreign policy. This means that, it should take advantage of opportunities at front to peacefully settle disputes, but at the same time, it should establish international relations that can help mobilize support “both in spirit and material” for sovereignty protection and preservation of peace in Vietnam and the region.(10)
China’s introduction of the HD981 oil rig into Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone a few months ago and the resulting crisis have revealed new elements in international relations, that is, the strong support and expressed interests in fostering bilateral ties with Vietnam of a number of countries. Obviously, ASEAN remains an important partner on which Vietnam will need to rely in order to settle the conflicts on East Sea as the agreed roadmap, but on the other hand, the US and Japan along with other countries also emerged as important partners to which Vietnam should reorient ate and boost ties with.

The Vietnam-US relation has gone through positive changes in the past few years and a comprehensive partnership was established between the two in July 2013. Despite certain differences concerning issues of democracy and human rights, the US has always regarded highly of its relation with Vietnam. An expert from the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) wrote in the latest article on Vietnam-US relation: “Located at a geographical midpoint connecting Northeast and Southeast Asia, Vietnam has a 2,000-mile coastline facing the East Sea. It is the home to over 90 million people and has an increasingly vibrant economy. Within ASEAN, Vietnam has steadily assumed a greater role in important regional issues. […] Remaining strategically engaged with a partner like Vietnam will be crucial to shaping the strategic interests of the United States in Southeast Asia”(11). American people are particularly interested in Vietnam in their pivot-to-Asia strategy, both in strategic and economic aspects. Basically, Vietnam is a highly-organised and unified society which can delivers on important political objectives. Vietnam is also highly resilient in big confrontations, and it possesses important strategic advantages with which many superpowers would want to deepen cooperation. 

The US has confronted with certain obstacles in its effort to boost ties with Vietnam under the pressure of China as the latter has many times issued statements demanding the US not to interfere into regional conflicts. However, East Asia and particularly South East Asia have always remained high on the US’ agenda. After a prolonged silence, for the first time in February 2014, the US formally voiced its objection on China’s territorial claim through the nine-dash line in East Sea(12). It should also be noted that in the recent HD981 oil rig crisis, it was the US and not any other country that had a strongest tone in objecting China’s act and considered this as “provocation” stirring up uncertainties in the region. While few countries referred directly to China and demanded specifically that China withdraw its drilling rig from Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone, the US Congress (Senate) passed a Resolution in which it requested that: “the Government of the People's Republic of China to withdraw its Hai Yang Shi You 981 (HD-981) drilling rig and associated maritime forces from their current positions, to refrain from maritime maneuvers contrary to International Regulations for Preventing Collisions at Sea, and to return immediately to the status quo as it existed before May 1, 2014”(13). Clearly, the US was the country that expressed the strongest and most determined support for Vietnam in solving the East Sea conflict, especially the recent clash involving HD981 drilling rig. Those were the most prominent developments in bilateral relations between the US and Vietnam.
Alongside with the US, other East Asian countries also voiced up their support for Vietnam in East Sea matters in general and in the HD981 oil rig incident in particular. These include Japan, Australia and a few others. The Australian Prime Minister stated: “We very strongly discourage and we disapprove of unilateral actions. We think no country should seek to be provocative in what is a contested part of the world. We think that territorial claims should be resolved peacefully and in accordance with international law”(14). Japan also expressed its concern and most importantly, offered assistance to Vietnamese coast guards; meanwhile, at the 2014 Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, Japanese Prime Minister reiterated his wish to foster cooperation with ASEAN. A notable move in Japan lately was the request of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s cabinet to amend the current Constitution and allow Japan to exercise the right to collective self-defense, simultaneously to let its troops fight overseas. Clearly, the developments on East China Sea and East Sea have had significant impact on Japan’s strategic considerations and Japan is aiming for an enhanced position in regional security. This is quite straightforward as the maritime routes cutting through East Sea are of crucial significance to Japan, involving cargo shipping to the West, and also a main channel for transporting oil from other countries to Japan.

Overall, China’s placement of HD981 oil rig in Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and continental shelf has changed significantly the attitude of countries in the world. It intensified their objection against China while encouraging strengthened ties between them and South East Asian countries. Although in formal speeches, they are urging for negotiations and peaceful settlement of conflicts in East Sea, beneath these words, there is a clear tendency of them to have come closer to South East Asian nations in the maintenance of peace and stability in the region, which is a very new approach. If China relies on its resourcefulness and power to declare that time is on their side, Vietnam can also state the same based on advantages in the diplomatic arena. This is also an invaluable opportunity for ASEAN and particularly for Vietnam to boost ties with other nations within and outside the region.

Conclusion(14)
China’s deployment of HD981 oil rig inside Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone and continental shelf was an incident with significant implications to the security of Vietnam and the region as a whole. China’s foreign policy now involves forces and the frequency and severity of tensions will definitely not subside with this incident. Aiming for a friendly relationship with China and seeking to solve current conflicts via negotiations will continue to take top place in Vietnam’s conflict resolution agenda, however, reality has shown that this road will be a long and bumpy one. Vietnam needs to be more flexible in its foreign policy in order to enhance the national capacity as well as to reinforce international partnerships. Territorial security and integrity can only be preserved if they are immersed in the security of the entire region and of the whole world.
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