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ABSTRACT

In the context of growing tensions in the South China Sea—fueled by overlapping territorial claims
and intensifying strategic rivalry among major powers—maritime security cooperation between
Japan and Vietnam has become a critical element of their respective foreign and defense policies.
This study investigates the principal strategic drivers underpinning the Japan-Vietnam maritime
security collaboration in the South China Sea during the early 215 century and evaluates its im-
plications for the evolving regional security architecture. The analysis centers on the four primary
mechanisms of cooperation: (1) high-level defense dialogues; (2) technical assistance and trans-
fer of maritime equipment; (3) joint training programs and military exercises; and (4) collaboration
in non-traditional security domains, including search and rescue, anti-piracy efforts, and disaster
response operations. Of particular note is Japan's intermediary role in enhancing Vietnam's mar-
itime security capabilities, undertaken with due consideration to Vietnam's defense policy frame-
work, especially the “*Four No's" principle. The findings indicate that the Japan-Vietnam maritime
security cooperation is underpinned by a strategic alignment aimed at safeguarding freedom of
navigation, countering unilateral actions, and reinforcing a rules-based regional order. Despite fac-
ing constraints such as institutional limitations, geopolitical pressure from China, and divergent
strategic priorities, the partnership demonstrates resilience, sustained by a stable political founda-
tion and mutual adherence to international law. These elements foster a conducive environment
for deepening future cooperation and contribute constructively to the development of a flexible,
inclusive, and rules-based regional security architecture consistent with the vision of a **Free and
Open Indo-Pacific".
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INTRODUCTION

In the early decades of the 21% century, the South
China Sea has become one of the most complex and
strategically significant disputed maritime areas in the
world. Overlapping territorial claims, increasing mil-
itarization, and intensifying competition among ma-
jor powers have posed serious challenges to regional
peace and stability [ p-51], [2, p-13], [3, pp-69-70].
Within this context, Japan and Vietnam - two littoral
states with increasingly interconnected economies
and shared strategic interests-have enhanced their co-
operation to safeguard national interests and promote
maritime security [4, p-1], 5,

Although Japan is not a claimant in the South China
Sea disputes, it relies heavily on maritime routes
through the region for trade and energy imports. Fur-
thermore, Tokyos commitment to a rules-based in-
ternational order, as articulated in its vision for a Free
and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP), has prompted a more

proactive role in regional affairs [°, p-11], 17, p-6l.
Conversely, Vietnam - a claimant state - faces mount-
ing pressure from China, particularly in relation to
the “nine-dash line” claim, the construction of arti-
ficial islands, military deployments, and the presence
of maritime militias [8, p.226], [°, p.22]. In response,
Vietnam has called for dispute resolution through
multilateral dialogue and international legal mecha-
nisms, while advancing a balancing strategy by deep-
ening partnerships with like-minded countries, with
Japan emerging as a prominent partner (3, p-236].

Japan and Vietnam’s shared concerns in the South
China Sea are shaped by their mutual adherence to
international law, especially the 1982 United Na-
tions Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS),
and their apprehensions over China’s increasingly
For Vietnam, the South China

Sea represents a cornerstone of national security,

assertive actions.

economic development, and territorial integrity [8,
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p.229]. For Japan, freedom of navigation and over-
flight in the region is vital to its national interests, as
more than 80% of its energy imports pass through
these waters. The FOIP also reflects Japan’s role as a
normative power-promoting capacity building, mar-
itime domain awareness, and adherence to interna-
tional law [ 1°, p.170]. Against this backdrop, the mar-
itime cooperation between Japan and Vietnam has ex-
panded steadily, encompassing official development
assistance (ODA), capacity building for coast guard
forces, joint exercises, and defense equipment trans-
fers.

This study investigates how Japan and Vietnam de-
fine and protect their national interests in the South
China Sea, and how bilateral cooperation reflects a
convergence of strategic priorities within the evolv-
ing Indo-Pacific security architecture. It focuses on
the two central research questions: (1) What strate-
gic drivers underpin the Japan-Vietnam maritime se-
curity cooperation in the early 21% century? and
(2) How does this cooperation influence regional se-
curity and the international rules-based order? The
first question examines the alignment of national in-
terests, specifically shared concerns over China’s as-
sertive maritime behavior, including militarization,
unilateral claims, and coercive tactics. Both countries
emphasize the importance of safeguarding freedom of
navigation, enhancing maritime law enforcement ca-
pabilities, and upholding international legal norms -
especially the 1982 United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). These factors have created
a strong foundation for sustained strategic collabora-
tion. The second question explores the broader re-
gional implications of this partnership. Japan’s sup-
port for Vietnam - particularly in capacity-building
and maritime surveillance - has bolstered Vietnam’s
position within ASEAN and contributed to the devel-
opment of an inclusive, resilient, and rules-based re-
gional order. This cooperation also serves as a strate-
gic response to growing great power competition in
the Indo-Pacific.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The academic literature reflects growing scholarly at-
tention to this partnership, largely in response to
China’s assertive behavior, specifically its militariza-
tion of disputed features and expansive claims !>,
While Japan remains a non-claimant, its reliance on
SCS trade routes renders maritime stability a vital
national interest. Accordingly, Japan’s FOIP strat-
egy complements Vietnam’s focus on sovereignty and
multilateral dispute settlement®10, Vietnam, facing

direct coercion, has prioritized modernizing its coast

guard and naval capabilities. Japan has become a key
partner, providing ODA, technological expertise, and
security assistance framed in non-confrontational

terms 89 .

Japanese provisions of patrol vessels and
surveillance equipment have substantially strength-
ened Vietnam’s maritime domain awareness and law
enforcement capacities.
identify the

mechanisms:

Scholars four main cooperation
high-level strategic dialogue, tech-
nical/material support (especially patrol vessel
transfers), joint exercises, and collaboration on
non-traditional security issues such as disaster relief
and anti-piracy operations”!!. These efforts align
with UNCLOS and Vietnam’s “Four Nos” defense
policy, which aims to maintain strategic autonomy

12,13

while enabling international partnerships

Despite these achievements, challenges persist.
China’s diplomatic pressure, Japan’s limited defense
budget, and divergent regional agendas constrain
deeper cooperation 4. Nonetheless, the partnership
has proven resilient, underpinned by strategic trust,
aligned foreign policies, and shared participation in
ASEAN-centered mechanisms. These factors help
embed the bilateral partnership within a broader
framework of inclusive regional governance.

In summary, current scholarship presents the Japan—
Vietnam maritime cooperation as a strategic re-
sponse to regional instability and normative contesta-
tion. Their collaboration, situated within multilateral
norms and institutions, contributes meaningfully to a
resilient, rules-based Indo-Pacific order %16,

While the existing literature provides a comprehen-
sive analysis of the Japan-Vietnam maritime secu-
rity cooperation, several gaps remain. First, there
is the limited exploration of the long-term impact
of Japan’s capacity-building initiatives on Vietnam’s
maritime strategy, especially in the context of its non-
aligned foreign policy. Second, the interplay between
Japan’'s FOIP and Vietnam’s ASEAN-centric approach
requires further examination to understand how these
frameworks can be harmonized to strengthen re-
gional stability. This study contributes to the liter-
ature by adopting a multi-theoretical framework -
combining structural realism, neoliberal institution-
alism, and constructivism - to provide a nuanced un-
derstanding of Japan-Vietnam maritime security co-
operation. By focusing on the strategic drivers, mech-
anisms, and challenges of this partnership, the study
elucidates its role in shaping a rules-based regional or-
der in the Indo-Pacific. The qualitative case study ap-
proach, grounded in official documents and scholarly
analyses, offers a comprehensive examination of the
bilateral relationship, highlighting its significance in
the context of intensifying great power competition.



Science & Technology Development Journal - Social Sciences & Humanities 2026, x(x):x-x

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

To analyze the motivations and mechanisms of this
partnership, the study adopts a multi-theoretical
framework incorporating structural realism, neolib-
eral institutionalism, and constructivism. From a
structural realist perspective, cooperation is driven
by a shared perception of China as a strategic threat.
Japan’s support for Vietnam’s maritime capabilities
functions as a form of “soft balancing” 7. Japan’s mar-
itime policy in the South China Sea, from a strate-
gic perspective, encompasses several key dimensions:
enhancing defense support for countries, including
Vietnam and the Philippines; conducting joint naval
exercises within frameworks such as Malabar and
the Indo-Pacific Partnership Exercise; promoting the
transfer of maritime security technologies and pa-
trol equipment; and utilizing the Quad as a plat-
form for coordinated action-while deliberately avoid-
ing the appearance of a strategy aimed at “contain-
ing China” in order to safeguard its economic inter-
ests with Beijing. Through these measures, Japan ar-
ticulates a “soft balancing” strategy-eschewing direct
confrontation while proactively engaging in strategic
coordination to maintain a balance of power in the re-
gion. Neoliberal institutionalism highlights the role of
legal regimes and multilateral forums such as ASEAN,
ADMM-Plus, and FOIP in facilitating and legitimiz-
ing bilateral cooperation® . Constructivism offers a
complementary view by emphasizing shared identity,
values, and political trust. Vietnam perceives Japan
as a reliable, non-confrontational partner, free from
historical baggage and aligned in its normative com-
mitments .

By synthesizing these perspectives (Table 1), the study
conceptualizes the Japan-Vietnam maritime cooper-
ation as a multi-dimensional partnership-strategically
driven, institutionally reinforced, and normatively
grounded-shaping regional security in an increasingly
contested maritime domain.

METHODS

This study adopts a qualitative research methodol-
ogy, specifically a case study approach, to analyze
the bilateral maritime security relationship between
Vietnam and Japan. The analysis draws upon offi-
cial sources such as joint statements, defense white
papers, national security strategies, as well as aca-
demic research produced by leading strategic institu-
tions. By combining a multi-theoretical framework
with qualitative methods, the study offers a compre-
hensive depiction of the driving forces, modes of im-
plementation, and challenges inherent in the mar-
itime security cooperation between the two nations.

It further evaluates the strategic depth of this part-
nership within the complex geopolitical context of
the Indo-Pacific region. This approach is particularly
well-suited for analyzing complex political and strate-
gic phenomena, where factors, including geopolitical
motivations, shared values, and political trust are not
easily quantifiable. The case study method enables
the researcher to examine a specific bilateral relation-
ship in depth, thereby providing a nuanced under-
standing of strategic convergence, cooperative mech-
anisms, and the challenges both countries face. The
study is guided by two central research questions: (1)
What strategic drivers underpin Japan-Vietnam mar-
itime security cooperation in the early 21*' century?
and (2) How does this cooperation influence regional
security and the international rules-based order? This
methodological approach helps illuminate the key di-
mensions of the partnership, including both coun-
tries’ commitment to the United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), Japan’ role in en-
hancing Vietnam’s maritime capacity, and the broader
implications of this cooperation for regional security.
Official documents from both governments serve as
foundational sources for scholarly analysis. On the
Vietnamese side, the 2009 and 2019 Defense White
Papers reiterate the “Four No’s” policy while affirming
Japan's role in technical assistance and training2%2!,
The Vietnam Maritime Strategy to 2030 mandates
closer cooperation in joint patrols and surveillance
with strategic partners, notably Japan®2. On the
Japanese side, policy instruments such as the Defense
White Paper, the 2013 National Security Strategy
(NSS), and FOIP-related materials express a strong
commitment to supporting Vietnam’s maritime ca-
pacity through ODA, including patrol vessels, radar
systems, and surveillance technologies>. The NSS is
the first strategic document to integrate ODA into na-
tional security policy, demonstrating Japans adapta-
tion of its developmental role to new security chal-
lenges?* . It emphasizes: (1) national interests as
the core focus; (2) the rule of law alongside univer-
sal values such as freedom, democracy, and human
rights; (3) mobilization of comprehensive state re-
sources beyond ODA alone; and (4) flexible appli-
cation of non-military support principles to enhance
the defense capabilities of like-minded states?®. Sub-
sequently, the 2015 Development Cooperation Char-
ter reflected these policy adjustments, while the 2016
FOIP initiative was designed as a strategic counterbal-
ance to China’s Belt and Road Initiative?®. These de-
velopments clearly illustrate Japan’s long-term vision
and strategic calculations in promoting a free, open,
and stable Indo-Pacific region.
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Table 1: The Theoretical Interpretations of Japan-Vietnam Security Cooperation inthe South China Sea [Source:

Author’s compilation]

Key Dimensions Realism Neoliberal Institutionalism Constructivism
Perception of  China seen as strategic threat; ~ Enhancing Vietnam’s capacity to ~ Shared  threat percep-
China cooperation as soft balancing.  counter Chinas A2/AD; main- tion legitimized through
taining power balance. multilateralism (ASEAN,
ADMM+).
Security ~ Assis-  Strategic move to strengthen  Institutional mechanisms (e.g.,  Reinforces shared identity
tance Vietnam without direct con-  FOIP, ODA) uphold rule-based  rooted in peace and mar-

frontation.

Joint Exercises Indirect deterrence and sig-

naling to China.

International Law Legal cooperation as counter-

measure to unilateralism.

order.

Promotes multilateral security
norms via ADMM+, RIMPAC.

Legal tools (UNCLOS, PCA)
serve strategic interests.

itime norms.

Builds

rity community through

regional  secu-

shared values.

Legal norms strengthen
mutual trust and collective

identity.

ASEAN Role Vietnam’s rise bolsters re-  Supports ASEAN centrality and  Vietnam viewed as norm

gional balance. rule-based order (AOIP, COC). entrepreneur within
ASEAN.

Challenges Geopolitical constraints and  Multilateralism faces limits due  Trustand shared values can
China’s pressure limit cooper-  to ASEAN divisions. mitigate divergences, but
ation. history and geopolitics re-

main barriers.
RESULTS seismic survey cables and the frequent detention of

The Drivers of Japan-Vietnam Maritime Se-
curity Cooperation in the South China Sea
in the Early Decades of the 21 Century

The Shared Concerns over China’s Growing As-
sertiveness

China’s emergence as a regional and global power, es-
pcially through its maritime expansionism, has posed
significant strategic challenges for Japan [!!, p.534],
[27, p-64]. Since the 1990s, the South China Sea has
become central to Beijing’s efforts to assert influence,
exemplified by expansive territorial claims that over-
lap with those of Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia,
Brunei, and Taiwan. Among these claimants, China
asserts the broadest claim, intensifying regional ten-
sions. The modernization of the People’s Libera-
tion Army Navy (PLAN), the deployment of maritime
militias, the construction of artificial islands, and the
militarization of disputed features have reinforced
China’s attempts to consolidate control over the South
China Sea. Vietnam, whose maritime claims directly
intersect with China’s, remains one of the most af-
fected parti [28, p.20]. Since 2007, Beijing has inten-
sified maritime patrols and enforcement activities un-
der the pretext of protecting fishing rights, leading to
confrontations such as the 2011 cutting of Vietnamese

Vietnamese fishermen. Simultaneously, the ongo-
ing deadlock in ASEAN-China negotiations over the
Code of Conduct (COC) has further destabilized the
region [4, p.114], ['2, p.128].

Japan has expressed strong concern over China’s mil-
itarization of contested areas, viewing it as a threat
to regional security and the rules-based international
order. Under President Xi Jinping, China’s strat-
egy has become increasingly assertive, including the
establishment of submarine bases on Hainan Island
and efforts to create “facts on the ground” Schol-
ars have drawn parallels between Chinas approach
in the South China Sea and its strategy in the Sea
of Okhotsk, suggesting ambitions to transform the
South China Sea into a controlled military zone [
p.105]. Since 2009, Beijing has labeled the SCS a
“core interest, using the “nine-dash line” to legit-
imize unilateral actions, which have been widely crit-
icized as violations of the United Nations Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) [!2, p.240],
[4, p.230]. These moves form part of a broader anti-
access/area denial (A2/AD) strategy intended to limit
external military presence-including that of Japan and
the United States-within the First Island Chain [2°,
p.117], [39, p.23].
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China’s actions also impact Japans security in
the East China Sea, particularly regarding the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute [3!, pp.219-220].
Concerned that similar coercive tactics could be
employed there, Japan has intensified security
cooperation with Vietnam-a country similarly
committed to international law and peaceful dispute
resolution-thus laying the foundation for a strategic
partnership grounded in shared regional security
interests [ 32, p.142], [ 2, p.128].

Japan and Vietnam’s Strategic Interests in the South
China Sea

Although not a claimant in the South China Sea dis-
putes, Japan maintains vital strategic interests in the
region due to its dependence on maritime trade and
energy imports. Approximately 95% of Japan’s energy
imports and 40% of its maritime trade pass through
the South China Sea, making the security of these
sea lines of communication a core national interest
[, p.11]. Tokyo views any unilateral actions-such
as the construction of artificial islands, militariza-
tion of contested features, and coercive enforcement
of sovereignty claims-as serious threats to the free-
dom of navigation and regional stability [33, p.131-
132]. These developments, primarily driven by China,
are widely regarded as violations of international law,
specifically the 1982 United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), and as undermining
the rules-based order [ 34, p.138-145]. Former Prime
Minister Abe Shinzo notably warned that the South
China Sea risked becoming “a Chinese lake”, under-
scoring the level of Japar’s strategic apprehension [°,
p-2].

In response, Japan has strengthened security ties with
Southeast Asian nations, especially Vietnam and the
Philippines-both frontline states in territorial dis-
putes with China. Through initiatives focused on
maritime capacity building, joint exercises, port vis-
its, and training programs, Japan has helped its part-
ners improve maritime domain awareness and law
enforcement capabilities [°, p.26]; [3°, p.159-160].
These efforts also reflect Tokyo's evolving defense pol-
icy and an expanded role for the Self-Defense Forces
(SDF), which increasingly operate beyond Japan's im-
mediate vicinity [33, p.20], [39, p-13]. In addition,
Japan perceives developments in the South China
Sea as closely linked to its own security concerns
in the East China Sea, particularly regarding its dis-
pute with China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands.
Chinese consolidation in the South China Sea could
set a precedent for similar coercive behavior in the
East China Sea, posing a direct challenge to Japans

sovereignty and national security [, .11]. As a re-
sult, Japan supports a U.S.-led rules-based order in the
Indo-Pacific to ensure regional stability and freedom
of navigation [33, p-127].

For Vietnam, the South China Sea is of paramount
strategic importance, tied to its sovereignty, resource
Adhering to
an independent, multilateral foreign policy, Vietnam

security, and national development.

aims to reduce dependency on any single power - es-
pecially China-through diversification and expanded
cooperation. Japan plays a central role in this strat-
egy, offering diplomatic support and security assis-
tance without the political sensitivities associated with
Western powers [*!, p.193-194]. The cooperation
with Japan enhances Vietnam’s maritime enforcement
capabilities through patrol vessel transfers, personnel
training, and technical support [, p.13]. Following
incidents such as China’s deployment of the Haiyang
Shiyou 981 oil rig in 2014 and large-scale island recla-
mation, maritime capacity building has become a pri-
ority for Hanoi [*!, p.205-206].

Since elevating their relationship to a Strategic Part-
nership in 2009, Japan and Vietnam have made the
maritime security cooperation a central pillar of bi-
lateral ties. Vietnam values Japan’s consistent advo-
cacy for dispute resolution based on UNCLOS and its
support within ASEAN-led efforts to counter China’s
assertive actions [0, p.335]. This partnership not
only enhances Vietnam’s maritime resilience but also
strengthens its role within the regional security archi-
tecture.

A Shared Commitment to International Law

A fundamental factor driving the maritime secu-
rity cooperation between Japan and Vietnam is their
strategic alignment in supporting a rules-based re-
gional order grounded in international law, partic-
ularly the 1982 UNCLOS. As a comprehensive legal
framework governing global maritime activities, UN-
CLOS clearly outlines the rights and obligations of
coastal states-including both Vietnam and China-in
the context of South China Sea disputes. Both Japan
and Vietnam endorse the development of a legally
binding Code of Conduct (COC) in the South China
Sea and consistently reaffirm their commitment to the
rule of law, oppose unilateral actions that alter the sta-
tus quo, and advocate for maritime safety and secu-
rity [%7, p.61]. In official statements, former Prime
Minister Abe Shinzo praised Vietnam’s consistent po-
sition of resolving disputes through peaceful means,
in accordance with international law [3!, p.177], [38,
p.128-129].

Both countries emphasize the role of international le-
gal mechanisms and support the 2016 ruling by the
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Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) as a prece-
dent for resolving disputes under international law
[%, p.101]. The convergence of legal and strategic
perspectives—driven by shared concerns over China’s
assertive behavior-has laid the foundation for the in-
creasingly substantive maritime security cooperation
between Japan and Vietnam. This partnership con-
tributes to the preservation of peace and the promo-
tion of freedom of navigation in the South China Sea
(6, p.12].

A Solid Bilateral Foundation

Japan-Vietnam relations have developed progres-
sively across political, economic, and security dimen-
sions since the establishment of diplomatic ties on
September 21, 1973. Following the end of the Viet-
nam War, both countries prioritized economic coop-
eration and regional stability. Japan became one of
the first major donors of Official Development Assis-
tance (ODA) to Vietnam, supporting the post-war re-
construction and infrastructure development in the
late 1970s and 1980s. The bilateral relations deepened
significantly after Vietnam’s withdrawal from Cam-
bodia in 1989 and the end of the Cold War. In 1992,
Japan resumed large-scale ODA, facilitating major de-
velopment projects and encouraging Japanese invest-
ment in Vietnams emerging market. The partner-
ship was elevated to a “Strategic Partnership for Peace
and Prosperity in Asia” in 2006 and upgraded to a
“Comprehensive Strategic Partnership” in 2014 [ '3,
p.22]. The maritime security cooperation began in the
early 2000s, reflecting shared concerns over regional
stability. A key milestone was the 2007 agreement
to enhance maritime security, followed by the 2011
Defense Memorandum of Understanding, which en-
abled cooperation in personnel training, humanitar-
ian assistance, and counter-terrorism [ 13 p9l.

From 2012 to 2022, the bilateral cooperation ex-
panded significantly, including joint training, equip-
ment transfers, and strategic dialogues reaffirming a
shared commitment to a rules-based maritime order
[°, p-13]. Political trust, high-level exchanges, and
shared responses to non-traditional security threats-
such as piracy and illegal, unreported, and unregu-
lated (IUU) fishing-have reinforced defense ties. The
convergence of strategic, economic, and security in-
terests, along with a history of stable bilateral rela-
tions, has laid a strong foundation for deepening co-
operation. Japan, among the first countries to nor-
malize relations with Vietnam post-war, has become
a key economic and maritime infrastructure part-
ner, underpinning the expansion of strategic ties amid
growing tensions in the South China Sea [40, p-108],
(41, pp.103-104].

The Influence of the United States and ASEAN

The United States occupies a central position in
Japans foreign policy, with Washington’s involve-
ment in Indo-Pacific development initiatives - specif-
ically under the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP)
vision-being vital to promoting multilateralism and
sustaining a rules-based regional order?>. The U.S.-
Japan alliance, underpinned by strong economic,
political, and security ties, provides a framework
through which both countries shape regional stabil-
ity. In this context, Japan—Vietnam cooperation has
emerged as a key pillar of an open and inclusive se-
curity architecture aligned with U.S. strategic inter-
ests 2.

In response to China’s expanding maritime claims,
the United States has emphasized freedom of navi-
gation and the protection of sea lines of communi-
cation (SLOCs) in the South China Sea. U.S. free-
dom of navigation operations (FONOPs) and diplo-
matic engagement have supported Vietnam’s efforts
to counter Beijing’s assertive behavior. Concurrently,
Japan has expanded its security cooperation with
Vietnam through defense equipment transfers, mar-
itime capacity-building, and policy coordination—
reinforcing its role as a “force multiplier” in regional
security [*%, p.48-49]. U.S. policy continues to en-
courage allies, including Japan and ASEAN members,
to assume more active roles in maintaining regional
order [*4, p-312]. ASEAN remains a critical actor
in the Indo-Pacific’s security landscape, though inter-
nal divisions persist. Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar
maintain close ties with China due to economic re-
liance, leading to cautious stances on South China Sea
issues. Thailand, by contrast, seeks a pragmatic bal-
ance between economic and strategic interests. De-
spite these differences, ASEAN plays a stabilizing role
by fostering regional dialogue and consensus [ *°, p.3].
Nevertheless, the lack of ASEAN unity has prompted
states like Vietnam and the Philippines to pursue bi-
lateral or minilateral arrangements-often supported
by the United States. Japan, recognizing ASEAN’s
strategic relevance, promotes cooperation through
initiatives such as the Vientiane Vision. The evolv-
ing trilateral dynamic between Japan, Vietnam, and
ASEAN reflects a convergence of interests shaped
by China’s rise and the enduring influence of the
United States.
building, while Vietnam balances strategic autonomy

Japan supports regional capacity-

with deeper alignment [ 2, p.8], [, p.3].
The maritime security cooperation between Japan and
Vietnam in the early decades of the 21% century has
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been driven by structural strategic factors, most no-
tably a shared concern over China’s increasingly as-
sertive behavior in the South China Sea. Both coun-
tries view China’s unilateral actions - ranging from the
militarization of disputed features to the implemen-
tation of anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) strategies -
as serious challenges to the rules-based regional or-
der, particularly the 1982 United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). From Japan’s per-
spective, freedom of navigation in the South China
Sea is vital to its national economic security, espe-
cially in terms of energy and trade. Meanwhile, Viet-
nam sees cooperation with Japan as a crucial means
to enhance its maritime law enforcement capacity and
to maintain an independent and autonomous foreign
policy. The two nations share a strong commitment to
international law and the peaceful settlement of dis-
putes, which provides a legal and political foundation
for institutionalizing bilateral cooperation across var-
ious domains, including training, strategic dialogue,
equipment transfer, and maritime capacity-building
support.

The Forms of Japan-Vietham Maritime Se-
curity Cooperation in the South China Sea

The Political Dialogue and Mechanisms of Coopera-
tion

Amid rising tensions in the South China Sea - specif-
ically due to China’s increasingly assertive behavior
- Japan and Vietnam have intensified the maritime
security cooperation through institutionalized strate-
gic dialogue and political coordination. Since 2012,
the two countries have held regular Vice-Ministerial-
Level Defense Policy Dialogues, establishing a struc-
tured mechanism for discussing security issues, with
The “2+2” dia-
logue framework between their respective Ministries

maritime security as a key focus.

of Foreign Affairs and Defense, together with high-
level meetings, has fostered mutual political trust and
facilitated substantive cooperation between the two
countries.

In the defense domain, Japan has supported Viet-
nam’s maritime capacity-building through training
programs, joint exercises, and technology transfer.
Since 2019, Vietnamese naval vessels have made regu-
lar port calls to Japan, while the Japan Maritime Self-
Defense Force (JMSDF) has conducted reciprocal vis-
its to Cam Ranh Bay. Their first joint exercise in 2019,
focusing on search and rescue and anti-piracy opera-
tions, underscored the growing operational depth of
the bilateral cooperation [ 4, p.116], [, p.105].

A pivotal moment came in 2021 with the signing
of the Japan-Vietnam agreement on defense equip-
ment and technology transfer. This agreement sig-
naled a major advancement in bilateral strategic ties,
reinforcing shared concerns over regional security
and affirming a mutual commitment to a rules-based
Indo-Pacific order. While it strengthens Vietnam’s
maritime capabilities and enhances Japan’s role as a
trusted defense partner, its long-term effectiveness
depends on careful implementation amid evolving
geopolitical complexities, particularly those involving
China [ 6, p.44], [V, p.117].

Beyond the bilateral framework, both countries coor-
dinate closely in regional platforms such as ASEAN,
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and the ASEAN
Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM+). They
advocate for the rule of law, peaceful dispute resolu-
tion, and the non-militarization of the South China
Sea. Japan and Vietnam also align on the “Free and
Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) initiative-Japan as a prin-
cipal proponent and Vietnam via its endorsement
of the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP).
Tokyo’s strategic role facilitates Vietnam’s access to
advanced defense technologies and regional secu-
rity mechanisms, while allowing Hanoi to maintain
strategic autonomy within a complex geopolitical en-
vironment [ 48, p.5, 61].

Ultimately, the Japan-Vietnam maritime security
partnership exemplifies the strategic value of sus-
tained political dialogue and institutionalized cooper-
ation mechanisms in navigating an increasingly com-
plex regional environment. By aligning mutual in-
terests through both bilateral engagement and multi-
lateral platforms, this cooperation not only strength-
ens Vietnam’s maritime defense posture but also re-
inforces a rules-based regional order-laying a vital
groundwork for deeper strategic alignment and long-
term regional stability.

The Capacity-Building and Technical Assistance
One of the most significant forms of strategic coop-
eration between Japan and Vietnam in the maritime
security domain is capacity-building through techni-
cal assistance and defense equipment transfer. Japan
has recalibrated its Official Development Assistance
(ODA) policy to align with regional security objec-
tives, identifying Vietnam as a priority partner for en-
hancing maritime law enforcement and sovereignty
protection capabilities [ 2, p.202]. Since 2014, Japan
has provided ODA in the form of patrol vessels to sup-
port the Vietnam Coast Guard.

During President Truong Tdn Sang’s official visit to
Japan in March 2014, the two governments agreed
on Japans donation of six patrol vessels, valued at
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approximately 500 million yen (USD 5 million) [°,
p.13]. In January 2017, Prime Minister Abe Shinzo
announced an additional provision of six vessels
through a 120-billion-yen ODA loan package, aimed
at maritime safety [ 10 p-109, 338]. This initiative ma-
terialized in May 2017 during Abe’s visit to Vietnam,
where Tokyo pledged USD 38.5 million for the con-
struction and transfer of modern patrol boats. Since
2018, these vessels have been delivered incremen-
tally, enhancing Vietnam’s capacity to monitor and
defend its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), especially
in response to increasing incursions and maritime
sovereignty disputes in the South China Sea [, p.34-
35].

Beyond vessel transfers, both countries have inten-
sified collaboration in defense technology. In 2020,
a Memorandum of Cooperation on Maritime Secu-
rity was signed, under which Japan agreed to sup-
ply coastal radar systems and encrypted communica-
tions equipment. Vietnam aims to complete its Japan-
funded radar network by 2025, covering coastal areas
from Pa Néng to Phi Quéc. This system is expected
to significantly improve early warning and maritime
threat response capabilities while facilitating intelli-
gence sharing with regional partners such as Japan,
the United States, and Australia.

Further formalization occurred in September 2021
when the two defense ministers signed an agreement
enabling the transfer of defense equipment and tech-
nology, opening consultations on specific items like
naval vessels and advanced radar systems. Cooper-
ation has also expanded into areas such as cyberse-
curity, military medicine, and defense industrial col-
laboration. Notably, in May 2019, a memorandum
on defense industry cooperation established a frame-
work for long-term technology transfer, contribut-
ing to Vietnam’s domestic production capabilities [ 28,
p.263].

By 2022, Japan had delivered a total of 12 patrol
vessels to Vietnam, including Kunigami-class and
Hateruma-class ships equipped with modern radar
and communication systems. In parallel, Japan has
supported Vietnam’s maritime monitoring capabili-
ties through satellite technology, significantly assist-
ing in the development of the PicoDragon remote
sensing satellite [32, p-203].

Military medical cooperation, specifically in under-
water medicine, represents another key pillar. Be-
tween 2012 and 2019, Japan, in collaboration with the
United States and Australia, conducted seven training
workshops for the Vietnam People’s Navy [ 3, p.137],
[4, p.394]. The signing of a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding on military medical cooperation, with a

focus on underwater medicine, marks a pivotal ad-
vancement in bilateral defense ties. This trilateral ini-
tiative addressed critical capability gaps in the opera-
tion of Vietnam’s Kilo-class submarine fleet, thereby
improving operational safety and effectiveness. The
MoU also contributed to strategic trust-building and
aligns with broader Indo-Pacific security frameworks.
However, the long-term success of such cooperation
hinges on sustained implementation, resource alloca-
tion, and the careful navigation of regional geopoliti-
cal challenges.

On the training front, Japan has implemented a
diverse array of programs for the Vietnam Coast
Guard and Navy, focusing on search and rescue, anti-
piracy operations, ship handling, and maritime gov-
ernance. Vietnamese military personnel have also
received training in peacekeeping operations (PKO),
humanitarian assistance/disaster relief (HA/DR), avi-
ation safety, and defense logistics. Japan has pro-
vided scholarships and short-term training courses
at institutions such as the Japan National Maritime
Academy, thereby supporting Vietnams human re-
source development for maritime modernization [ 4,
p115], [ 12, p.192].

The transfer of coastal radar and Automatic Identifi-
cation Systems (AIS) has further improved Vietnam’s
maritime domain awareness. Agreements on defense
technology exports, including maritime patrol air-
craft, underscore the growing strategic trust and mu-
tual commitment between the two nations. Collec-
tively, these cooperative initiatives reflect a shared
commitment to strengthening regional security, en-
hancing Vietnam’s maritime capabilities, and rein-
forcing a rules-based Indo-Pacific order.

The Joint Training and Exercises

Joint military exercises form a crucial pillar of the
Japan-Vietnam defense cooperation, enhancing op-
erational coordination, interoperability, and mutual
readiness while affirming both countries’ shared com-
mitment to regional maritime security. Since 2016,
Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) destroy-
ers and aircraft have regularly visited Vietnamese
ports and airbases. Notably, the inaugural port calls
of JS Ariake and JS Setogiri to Cam Ranh Bay marked
a symbolic turning point in bilateral military engage-
ment [11, p.540]. Between 2016 and 2021, the two
sides conducted multiple bilateral exercises-both at
sea and in tabletop formats—featuring JMSDF mar-
itime patrol aircraft and Vietnamese Navy and Air
Force units, particularly in Da Nang. A milestone was
the JMSDF submarine Kuroshio’s visit to Cam Ranh
in 2018 [°, p.13], part of Japan’s broader Indo-Pacific
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Deployment (IPD) initiative launched in 2017. Pro-
grams such as “Ship Rider” and cooperation in search
and rescue (SAR) and maritime incident response
further institutionalize practical coordination. Both
countries also participate in multilateral frameworks
like ADMM+ and RIMPAC, with Japan assisting Viet-
nam in maritime intelligence sharing-especially re-
garding Chinese activities in contested zones [%3,
p.57], [0, p.331].

In sum, these engagements not only strengthen Viet-
nam’s maritime operational capacity but also elevate
Japan’s regional security profile, reinforcing a shared
vision for a stable, rules-based Indo-Pacific.

The Cooperation in Non-Traditional Security Areas
Joint military exercises are a central pillar of the
Japan-Vietnam defense cooperation, enhancing in-
teroperability, operational coordination, and mutual
readiness while reinforcing their shared commitment
to maritime security. Since 2016, the Japan Maritime
Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) has conducted regular
port visits and airbase engagements in Vietnam, be-
ginning with the arrival of JS Ariake and JS Setogiri
at Cam Ranh Bay - marking a new phase in bilat-
eral defense relations [!!, p.540]. Between 2016 and
2021, the two sides conducted multiple joint naval ex-
ercises, both at sea and in tabletop formats, involv-
ing JMSDF maritime patrol aircraft and Vietnamese
naval and air force units, especially in Da Nang. The
2018 visit of the JMSDF submarine Kuroshio under
the Indo-Pacific Deployment (IPD) initiative further
expanded operational cooperation [°, p.13].

Bilateral mechanisms such as the “Ship Rider” pro-
gram, joint search and rescue (SAR) training, and
coordinated maritime incident responses have insti-
tutionalized defense collaboration. Participation in
multilateral platforms like the ASEAN Defense Minis-
ters’ Meeting Plus (ADMM+) and the Rim of the Pa-
cific Exercise (RIMPAC) has reinforced regional co-
ordination. Japan also supports Vietnam in maritime
intelligence sharing, particularly related to Chinese
activities in contested waters [, p.57], [ 19, p.331].
Cooperation has also expanded into non-traditional
security areas. In cybersecurity, Japan provides train-
ing, technical assistance, and encrypted communica-
tion systems to improve the resilience of Vietnam’s
maritime law enforcement infrastructure. Regular cy-
bersecurity dialogues and working groups have fa-
cilitated information exchange and threat response,
while legal and policy support has helped align Viet-
nam’s cyber governance with international standards.
Both countries are active in ASEAN-led initiatives ad-
dressing cybercrime and terrorism.

Japan has transferred 12 patrol vessels (Kunigami-
and Hateruma-class) and conducted anti-piracy
training through regional frameworks like ReCAAP,
enhancing Vietnam’s law enforcement capacity at
sea. Peacekeeping cooperation includes scholarships
and training for Vietnamese officers in logistics,
medical support, and UN coordination. Humani-
tarian initiatives cover unexploded ordnance (UXO)
clearance via ODA programs, and partnerships
with NGOs and JICA. SAR and humanitarian assis-
tance/disaster relief (HA/DR) efforts are guided by
the 2011 Memorandum of Defense Cooperation, with
Japan’s disaster response experience contributing to
Vietnam’s maritime preparedness.

Table 2 provides a detailed summary of the defense
and maritime security cooperation between Japan
and Vietnam from 2011 to 2022, highlighting the
progression from legal frameworks to practical ac-
tivities, including equipment transfers, joint exer-
cises, and naval exchanges. Each event has con-
tributed to strengthening Vietnam’s capacity to safe-
guard its sovereignty and uphold regional security,
while simultaneously reinforcing its strategic partner-
ship with Japan. This cooperation not only yields sig-
nificant bilateral benefits but also contributes to the
stability of the broader Indo-Pacific region.

Opverall, the Japan—Vietnam defense cooperation re-
flects a dynamic, multidimensional partnership. It
enhances Vietnam’s maritime and institutional ca-
pabilities, deepens bilateral ties, and contributes
to a rules-based, stable Indo-Pacific regional or-
der. The Japan-Vietnam maritime security coop-
eration is multifaceted, encompassing institutional-
ized political dialogue, defense equipment transfer,
joint training, and non-traditional security collabora-
tion. These efforts have enhanced Vietnam’s maritime
capabilities, fostered strategic trust, and reinforced
both countries’ commitment to a rules-based Indo-
Pacific. Through bilateral and multilateral mecha-
nisms, including ASEAN-led forums, the partnership
strengthens operational interoperability and advances
shared interests in regional peace and stability.

The Effects of Japan-Vietnam Security Col-
laboration

Overall, the Vietnam-Japan defense cooperation has
influenced regional dynamics and relevant stakehold-
ers in several key ways. It raises critical questions:
Has it affected China’s strategic calculations? Has it
enhanced Vietnam’s maritime capabilities? And what
are the similarities and differences between Japan’s co-
operation with Vietnam and the Philippines?
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Table 2: The Key Milestones in Japan-Vietnam Security Cooperation [Source: Author’s compilation]

Description

Established framework for bilateral defense exchanges and emer-

gency coordination

Japan agreed to provide six patrol vessels to Vietnam

JS Ariake and JS Setogiri visited Cam Ranh Bay

Japan began regular Indo-Pacific deployments; Vietnam included

as partner

Year Key Activity

2011 MoU on Defense Cooperation

2014 First Patrol Vessel ODA
Agreement

2016 First Port Visits by JMSDF De-
stroyers

2017 Launch of IPD Initiative

2018 Kuroshio Submarine Visit

2019 First Bilateral Naval Exercise

2020 MoC on Maritime Security

2021 Defense Equipment Transfer
Agreement gies

2022 Total of 12 Patrol Vessels De-

livered

Marked deepening naval trust and access to key Vietnamese ports
Focused on counter-piracy and rescue operations
Included radar system and encrypted communication assistance

Enabled detailed consultations on transferring ships and technolo-

Included Kunigami- and Hateruma-class ships for EEZ patrols

Amid escalating strategic competition between the
United States and China, Japan has become an in-
creasingly important strategic partner and hedging
option for Vietnam [48, p-61]. Cooperation with
Japan enables Hanoi to indirectly strengthen its rela-
tionship with Washington while minimizing potential
backlash from Beijing. Tokyo has assumed a signifi-
cant intermediary role through capacity-building ini-
tiatives and joint maritime exercises, enhancing Viet-
nam’s ability to respond to coercive behavior in the
South China Sea. Japan’s growing involvement in re-
gional security - particularly its support for Vietnam
and the Philippines - has elicited concern from China,
which perceives Tokyo as interfering in the South
China Sea disputes. Chinese officials frequently con-
demn Japan’s activities in the region, framing them as
intrusions into China’s “internal affairs” [4°, p.93]. In
Chinese diplomatic discourse, Japan is often depicted
as a disruptive actor, comparable to the United States
[, pI].

Although the Japan-Vietnam security cooperation
has expanded in both scope and depth, it remains in-
sufficient to significantly alter China’s strategic pri-
orities, which continue to focus primarily on coun-
tering U.S. influence. For Beijing, the coopera-
tion between Japan and Vietnam is seen as a sec-
ondary factor within its broader geopolitical frame-
work. From Hanoi’s perspective, this partnership
serves as a supplementary component of its hedging
strategy rather than a transformative shift in align-
ment. Vietnam maintains a policy of strategic auton-
omy and avoids formal defense alliances to prevent
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antagonizing China. As a result, Japan-Vietnam co-
operation primarily serves to adjust regional dynam-
ics and improve Vietnam’ strategic leverage without
provoking a major strategic recalibration from Beijing
[48, p.58], [ 4, p.136-137].

Japan has also played a role in enhancing Vietnam’s
maritime security capabilities by providing patrol ves-
sels and conducting training programs [ !4, p.115].
However, the extent of this assistance remains con-
strained by Japan’s own strategic and operational lim-
itations in the East China Sea. Furthermore, the
imbalance in maritime power between Vietnam and
China - especially in terms of naval assets—remains
considerable [3!, p.153]. While Japanese support
has contributed to incremental improvements, it is
not sufficient to reverse the existing asymmetry. Ac-
knowledging this limitation, Vietnam continues to di-
versify its partnerships to bolster its maritime defense
capabilities [ 3!, p.154].

Japan’s strategic engagement with Vietnam and the
Philippines shares several key features, including the
promotion of strategic dialogue, defense assistance,
and support for sovereignty claims vis-a-vis China
[4, p-39]. Both countries are central to Japan’s South-
east Asia security strategy [!!, pp.534-535]. Nev-
ertheless, variations in their respective ties with the
United States and differing sensitivities in managing
relations with China have led to divergent levels of
defense cooperation. Despite these differences, both
countries perceive Japanese engagement as vital to
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strengthening their national security and reinforcing
a rules-based regional order [, p-125].

Japans sustained efforts in capacity-building and
diplomacy have helped Vietnam and the Philippines-
comparatively weaker claimants—to better respond to
China’s assertiveness. This resilience may pressure
ASEAN to adopt a more cohesive approach and ex-
pedite negotiations on an effective Code of Conduct
(COCQ) [, p.12]. Vietnam’s collaboration with Japan
enhances its ability to push for ASEAN consensus de-
spite internal divisions, specifically from pro-China
members such as Cambodia and Laos [ 3¢, p.20].

The Challenges of Japan-Vietnam Security
Collaboration

One of the principal challenges to deepening
Vietnam-Japan security cooperation stems from
While Vietnam
actively promotes bilateral engagement with Japan,

increasing pressure from China.

it must simultaneously maintain a delicate strategic
balance to avoid destabilizing its relationship with
Beijing. Vietnam’s longstanding “Three No’s” policy -
no military alliances, no alignment with one country
against another, and no foreign military bases on
Vietnamese territory - has led Hanoi to approach
defense ties with Tokyo with considerable caution
[14, p.116]. Although the relationship has witnessed
meaningful progress, it remains limited in military
depth due to the absence of binding agreements, such
as those on intelligence sharing or logistical support
[, p.534]. Several initiatives, including patrol vessel
transfers and joint exercises, have been delayed
over concerns about provoking Beijing. Coercive
measures from China-ranging from economic
pressure to heightened military activities in the
South China Sea-have reinforced Vietnam’s cautious
stance, affecting both the pace and scope of bilateral
defense cooperation [?, p.21].

A second major constraint concerns Japan's limited
capacity for sustained military support. Despite be-
ing one of Vietnam’s largest ODA donors, Tokyo faces
significant budgetary pressures and domestic priori-
ties that restrict its ability to provide long-term de-
fense assistance [*3, p.132]. Strategically, Japan’s at-
tention remains focused on the East China Sea, where
tensions with China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Is-
lands have intensified, limiting its resource allocation
to the South China Sea.
technical barriers also hinder cooperation. The lim-

On the Vietnamese side,

ited availability of skilled personnel and underdevel-

oped infrastructure have constrained the effectiveness

of Japan-Vietnam technology transfer programs [ 8,

p.58]. Additionally, concerns persist among segments
of Vietnam’s political and defense leadership regard-
ing Japan’s constitutional limitations and its strategic
dependence on the United States. These perceptions,
especially prevalent within the Communist Party of
Vietnam, the Ministry of National Defense, and the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, contribute to skepticism
about Tokyo's long-term commitment to proactive se-
curity cooperation. While Vietnamese leaders em-
phasize strategic autonomy and caution against over-
reliance on external partners, analysts remain uncer-
tain about Japan’s ability to fulfill sustained defense
obligations. Such concerns are rooted in both histor-
ical experiences and Vietnam’s broader imperative to
maintain balanced relations with major powers.
Third, strategic divergence further complicates the
development of robust defense ties. Japan’s Free and
Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy aims to counter
Chinas influence through maritime security and the
rule of law. In contrast, Vietnam’s core priority is the
protection of national sovereignty in the South China
Sea, particularly in disputed areas such as the Para-
cel and Spratly Islands [*°, p.188]. This misalign-
ment has produced differing expectations and lim-
ited the formulation of shared security objectives. Re-
markably, the 2018 Joint Vision Statement avoided in-
stitutionalizing defense cooperation, reflecting Viet-
nam’s political caution [ 4, p.116]. While Japan em-
phasizes engagement in the East China Sea, Vietnam
continues to diversify its security relations with the
United States, India, and European partners. Given its
proximity to China and economic interdependence,
Vietnam has adopted a non-confrontational secu-
rity posture. Japan, constrained by its constitutional
framework, has opted to support Vietnam through
non-binding capacity-building efforts—such as per-
sonnel training, equipment transfers, and maritime
surveillance-rather than formal security guarantees
[28, p.297-298]. However, any advancement in coop-
eration is likely to be closely observed by China, which
may respond with diplomatic or economic pressure
(*8, p.58].

Finally, the Vietnam-Japan cooperation within mul-
tilateral frameworks such as ASEAN and the ASEAN
Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM+) faces in-
Divisions within ASEAN-

particularly the influence of China-aligned members

stitutional limitations.

like Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar-undermine re-
gional consensus on South China Sea issues, weak-
ening the impact of Vietnam-Japan coordination
in multilateral settings [>°, p.140]. Although both
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states support a rules-based order, Vietnam’s reluc-
tance to engage in arrangements perceived as target-
ing third parties continues to constrain defense col-
laboration [48, p.58]. Japan, too, must manage its
involvement carefully to avoid further straining rela-
tions with China, specifically given its maritime chal-
lenges in the East China Sea 31, p.164, 240]. Since
the Cold War, Japan has expanded engagement with
ASEAN through regular consultations, including the
Japan-ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting launched
in 2014. The FOIP strategy introduced in 2016 re-
inforced Japans focus on maritime security and le-
gal norms. Nevertheless, ASEAN’s internal fragmen-
tation and Japan’s cautious approach raise questions
about the effectiveness of regional security frame-
works and the sincerity of external actors” support for
ASEAN centrality.

The Future Trends in Japan-Vietham Mar-
itime Security Cooperation in the South
China Sea

Despite the substantial progress in maritime security
cooperation between Japan and Vietnam in recent
years, bilateral relations continue to face certain lim-
itations stemming from geopolitical pressures, insti-
tutional constraints, and divergent strategic orienta-
tions. Nonetheless, both countries share core inter-
ests in promoting maritime security and maintaining
arules-based regional order- an area of consensus that
is likely to remain a cornerstone of future coopera-
tion. This cooperative framework reflects a systematic
progression, beginning with specific maritime secu-
rity initiatives and extending toward broader strategic
objectives, including regional stability and the preser-
vation of international legal order. In an increas-
ingly complex geopolitical environment, the Japan—
Vietnam partnership is deepening, reflecting long-
term strategic recalibration. The diagram below (Fig-
ure 1) illustrates two optimal and feasible pathways
for advancing maritime security cooperation toward
a stable regional order. The left branch outlines a pro-
gression from enhanced cooperation to strong align-
ment on security issues, culminating in joint defense
initiatives. The right branch shows how strategic sta-
bility can be achieved through institutionalized coop-
eration and adherence to international norms.

However, the implementation of initiatives such as
joint defense mechanisms or institutionalized coop-
eration may encounter challenges due to asymmetries
in military capabilities and differences in foreign pol-
icy priorities. In both scenarios analyzed, the mar-
itime security cooperation plays a central role in shap-
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ing a stable regional order. These scenarios are de-
veloped based on a theoretical framework that inte-
grates structural realism, liberal institutionalism, and
constructivism, to examine how the two countries
can shape the maritime security cooperation in an in-
creasingly complex geopolitical environment.

Both scenarios aim to promote engagement and com-
pliance with international institutional mechanisms,
therefore laying the foundation for a peaceful, coop-
erative, and sustainable regional order. The accom-
panying model illustrates two prospective pathways
for the Japan-Vietnam maritime security coopera-
tion: (1) the Enhanced Cooperation Scenario and (2)
the Strategic Stabilization Scenario. Both seek to up-
hold a rules-based maritime regional order, yet differ
in terms of institutional integration and the degree of
strategic alignment.

The Enhanced Cooperation Scenario

The Enhanced Cooperation Scenario envisions a sig-
nificant strengthening of bilateral defense relations
between Japan and Vietnam, driven by a high level
of convergence in threat perception, particularly re-
garding coercive behaviors in maritime domains by
third parties—chiefly China. Aligned with the as-
sumptions of structural realism, this scenario posits
that states respond to external threats by enhancing
their defense capabilities and promoting strategic co-
operation 7. The core of this scenario lies in the im-
plementation of joint military activities, the enhance-
ment of operational interoperability, and the estab-
lishment of strategic coordination mechanisms to im-
prove collective deterrence and response capacity to
maritime security challenges. Defense cooperation in
this context is framed as a form of soft balancing, aim-
ing to constrain assertive behavior by China without
provoking direct confrontation.
The key characteristics include:
- Operational Interoperability: This scenario em-
phasizes the integration of Japan’s advanced mar-
itime technological capabilities (such as radar sys-
tems, patrol vessels, and encrypted communication
technologies) with Vietnam’s developing naval capac-
ities. Joint activities - including coordinated patrols,
bilateral exercises, and intelligence sharing - are ex-
pected to strengthen Maritime Domain Awareness
(MDA) and deterrence capabilities. Practical exam-
ples include the visit of the Kuroshio submarine to
Cam Ranh Port in 2018 and the 2019 Japan-Vietnam
bilateral anti-piracy exercise involving the Japan Mar-
itime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) and the Vietnam
People’s Navy.
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Figure 1: Optimal and Feasible Scenarios [Source: Author’s compilation]

- High-Level Political Commitment: Bilateral agree-
ments, especially the 2021 Japan-Vietnam Defense
Cooperation Agreement, provide the legal and polit-
ical foundation for long-term initiatives such as the
transfer of Kunigami-class and Hateruma-class pa-
trol vessels, as well as coastal radar systems. Institu-
tional mechanisms, such as the Vice-Ministerial De-
fense Policy Dialogue and the “2+2” framework be-
tween the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defense,
play a pivotal role in strategic coordination and main-
taining political trust.

- Regional Implications:
Vietnam cooperation contributes to shaping a

The bilateral Japan-

regional security architecture consistent with Japan’s
Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy (Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2023). Strengthened
collective response and deterrence capabilities not
only elevate Vietnam’s strategic position within
ASEAN but also support shared objectives with
partners, including the United States and Australia.
Furthermore, this scenario creates opportunities for
weaker claimant states such as the Philippines to
improve their responses to China’s assertive actions.
The main challenges include:

- Asymmetry in Military Capabilities:  The sig-
nificant disparity between Japans and Vietnam’s de-
fense capacities may limit the effectiveness of oper-
ational coordination. While Japan possesses modern
destroyers and advanced technologies, Vietnam is still
undergoing naval and coast guard modernization un-
der constrained resources.

- Geopolitical Backlash: The intensification of bilat-
eral cooperation may provoke reactions from China,

which views Japan’s engagement in the South China
Sea as interference in its “internal affairs” China may
respond with diplomatic or economic coercion, while
Vietnam must carefully maintain its “Three No’s” de-
fense policy (no military alliances, no siding with one
country against another, no foreign military bases) to
preserve strategic balance.

- Limited Japanese Resources: Japan must balance its
defense resource allocations between competing pri-
orities, particularly the East China Sea dispute with
China. Budgetary constraints and domestic policy
pressures may impact Japan’s ability to sustain long-
term support for Vietnam.

Overall, the Enhanced Cooperation Scenario presents
a promising avenue for strengthening the defense ca-
pabilities and strategic posture of both nations amid
a complex regional security landscape. However, its
successful implementation requires tight coordina-
tion in military capacity-building, political commit-
ment, and strategic diplomacy to minimize the risk of
escalation.

The Strategic Stabilization Scenario

The Strategic Stabilization Scenario emphasizes insti-
tutionalized cooperation through adherence to inter-
national norms, specifically the 1982 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). By em-
bracing international legal principles and participat-
ing in multilateral frameworks, this scenario aims to
reduce the likelihood of conflict and promote long-
term regional stability. Contrary to militarized ap-
proaches, this scenario adopts a norm-based strategy
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in which institutions and legal instruments play a cen-
tral role in fostering cooperation (Keohane, 1984).
This scenario also incorporates elements of construc-
tivism, highlighting the importance of political trust,
shared values, and collective identity - such as Japan
and Vietnam’s mutual commitment to maintaining a
rules-based regional order.

The three pillars of this scenario include:

- Institutionalized Cooperation: ~ Both countries
actively engage in regional forums, including the
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and the Expanded
ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF) to promote dia-
logue, information-sharing, and maritime policy co-
ordination. Japan and Vietnam’s endorsement of the
ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) rein-
forces the bloc’s centrality in addressing regional se-
curity challenges.

- Norm Compliance: A shared commitment to UN-
CLOS serves as the legal foundation for bilateral co-
operation, enabling both nations to reject unilateral
actions that violate international law—such as China’s
nine-dash line claim. Both countries also support the
2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration
(PCA) and view it as a legal basis for peaceful dispute
resolution.

- Risk Mitigation:
(CBMs) - such as transparency in maritime opera-

Confidence-Building Measures

tions, intelligence sharing, and joint capacity-building
programs - are prioritized to reduce the risk of mis-
calculation or unintended escalation. This includes
training on cybersecurity and anti-piracy under ini-
tiatives like ReCAAP.

This scenario contributes to sustaining long-term
peace by bolstering a rules-based maritime order, re-
ducing the risk of conflict, and enhancing regional
stability. It also enables Vietnam to maintain strategic
autonomy without over-reliance on any major power,
while strengthening ASEAN’s centrality and support-
ing initiatives, including the South China Sea Code
of Conduct (COC). Nonetheless, the scenario’s lim-
itation lies in its relatively limited flexibility in re-
sponding to urgent security challenges due to its non-
confrontational nature.

The Enhanced Cooperation and Strategic Stabilization
scenarios represent two complementary yet distinct
pathways for fostering the maritime security coopera-
tion between Japan and Vietnam. The Enhanced Co-
operation Scenario focuses on deepening bilateral de-
fense ties and responding effectively to immediate se-
curity threats, making it suitable in a context of inten-
sifying strategic competition but with the potential to
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escalate tensions with China. In contrast, the Strate-
gic Stabilization Scenario seeks to build a regional or-
der grounded in institutional and normative frame-
works, promoting long-term peace and regional sta-
bility, though requiring more persistent and complex
coordination efforts.

Although differing in approach, both scenarios share
the overarching objective of establishing a rules-based
regional order. The Enhanced Cooperation Scenario
emphasizes immediate security benefits through bi-
lateral defense ties, making it more responsive to ur-
gent threats but potentially more contentious due to
geopolitical sensitivities. Conversely, the Strategic
Stability Scenario prioritizes long-term regional peace
through normative and institutional integration, of-
fering a less confrontational pathway that demands
patience and coordination. The accompanying dia-
gram (Author’s compilation) illustrates the transition
from tactical coordination to strategic and normative
alignment. From a theoretical standpoint, the En-
hanced Cooperation Scenario reflects the realist em-
phasis on power balancing, whereas the Strategic Sta-
bility Scenario aligns with liberal institutionalist prin-
ciples of norm-based cooperation. The interplay of
these frameworks highlights the complexity of Japan—
Vietnam maritime security cooperation, which must
strike a balance between short-term security impera-
tives and long-term goals for regional stability.

The Japan-Vietnam strategic partnership is expected
to continue deepening, underpinned by a stable po-
litical foundation and the convergence of strategic in-
terests in upholding a maritime order based on inter-
national law. Vietnam consistently identifies Japan as
a key long-term strategic partner [8, p.5]. Their co-
operation has expanded beyond the bilateral level to
multilateral frameworks such as ASEAN, the ASEAN
Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus (ADMM+), and the
ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) [°Y,
p-164-165]. These platforms cultivate mutual trust
and foster coordination in addressing non-traditional
security challenges, including piracy, illegal, unre-
ported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, as well as hu-
manitarian assistance [ 48, p.53].

Japan’s commitment to supporting Vietnam’s mar-
itime capabilities reflects broader strategic alignment
under the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) frame-
work. A combination of formal agreements, con-
sistent cooperation, expanded training initiatives,
and high-level political signaling suggests that Tokyo
will continue enhancing its defense support to Viet-
nam. This includes defense equipment transfers and
capacity-building programs, forming part of Japan's
long-term strategy to reinforce regional security and
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deepen bilateral ties. One notable initiative is the
coastal radar network project, scheduled for com-
pletion by 2025, which aims to significantly enhance
Vietnam’s maritime domain awareness and response
capabilities [ 16, p.44].

In the coming years, Japan is expected to continue
playing a pivotal role in strengthening Vietnam’s mar-
itime infrastructure. Key areas of support include the
transfer of patrol vessels, radar systems, encrypted
communications equipment, and associated train-
ing programs. The growing trend of transferring
advanced defense technologies—such as aircraft and
modern patrol platforms-signals increasing strategic
trust and institutionalized security cooperation be-
tween the two sides [ !0, p.335]. Joint maritime exer-
cises, including search and rescue (SAR), anti-piracy
operations, and maritime incident response, are an-
ticipated to expand further. These efforts aim to
enhance interoperability between the Vietnam Coast
Guard and the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force
(JMSDF). Concurrently, intelligence-sharing - specif-
ically concerning Chinese military activities in sen-
sitive zones such as the Paracel and Spratly Islands—
will be reinforced through existing cooperative mech-
anisms [4, p.233].

This partnership also contributes to a rules-based
regional order, as evidenced by both nations’ sup-
port for the United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS) and the 2016 ruling by the
Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) [50, p.165].
Despite challenges such as Chinese pressure, lim-
ited resources, and differences in strategic priorities,
the Japan-Vietnam security relationship continues to
show positive momentum, driven by mutual trust and
shared regional commitments [48, p-58].

Japan’s support bolsters Vietnam’s position as a
proactive ASEAN member, particularly in address-
ing South China Sea issues. This strategic coop-
eration enhances Hanoi’s capacity to build consen-
sus on a legally binding and effective Code of Con-
duct (COC), thereby contributing to regional stabil-
ity and the preservation of a rules-based maritime
environment. Coupled with Vietnam’s expanding
diplomatic engagements with the United States, India,
and Australia, the Japan partnership enables Hanoi
to maintain strategic autonomy without overdepen-
dence on any single power. This strategy also supports
ASEAN’s broader objective of managing great power
rivalry and preserving regional equilibrium [°, p.28-
37].

The development of national capabilities through
such partnerships allows Vietnam to articulate a more
assertive and independent stance in ASEAN forums.

>

Japans role in augmenting Vietnams “geopolitical
buoyancy” diversifies Hanoi’s strategic alignments
and mitigates the risk of diplomatic marginalization
by China on contentious issues. As a result, Vietnam
maintains a balanced and proactive posture within
ASEAN, without being constrained by the strategic
preferences of external actors [ 1%, p.26].

Looking forward, Vietnam is expected to sustain its
non-aligned foreign policy while deepening security
ties with key regional and global actors such as the
United States, India, and European nations [°1, p.34-
35].
FOIP strategy by strengthening multilateral cooper-

Simultaneously, Japan will likely advance its

ation and avoiding direct confrontation with China
[°2, p.313].
between Japan and Vietnam will not only support

The continued bilateral cooperation

Hanofi’s maritime capacity but also reinforce ASEAN’s
cohesion, especially regarding consensus-building on
South China Sea initiatives such as the COC [3?,
p.130].

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates that the maritime security
cooperation between Japan and Vietnam in the South
China Sea has emerged as a strategic pillar in their bi-
lateral relations during the early decades of the 21st
century. Grounded in the convergence of national in-
terests, this partnership reflects a shared commitment
to maintaining peace, stability, and a rules-based mar-
itime order amid intensifying geostrategic competi-
tion. From a theoretical perspective, this study con-
tributes to scholarly understanding by effectively em-
ploying a multi-theoretical framework that integrates
structural realism, neoliberal institutionalism, and
constructivism to explain the Japan-Vietnam secu-
rity cooperation in the South China Sea. This inte-
grative approach clarifies how the two states define
and pursue their strategic interests within a competi-
tive power environment, while simultaneously lever-
aging institutional mechanisms and shared normative
values to build trust and promote a rules-based or-
der. Notably, the study conceptualizes “soft balanc-
ing” and strategic “hedging” as effective tools for mid-
dle powers navigating intensifying great power com-
petition.

The three key conclusions can be drawn from this
analysis.  First, bilateral cooperation is primar-
ily shaped by a strategic consensus in respond-
Both
countries view unilateral actions that threaten free-

ing to China’s assertive maritime actions.

dom of navigation and regional stability as seri-
ous challenges, thereby promoting defense dialogues,

15



Science & Technology Development Journal - Social Sciences & Humanities 2026, x(x):x-x

capacity-building initiatives, and joint exercises. Sec-
ond, Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strat-
egy provides an institutional and value-based frame-
work to support Vietnam in enhancing its maritime
capabilities. Through official development assistance
(ODA), patrol vessel transfers, technical cooperation,
and joint training programs, Japan has served as a crit-
ical enabler in strengthening Vietnam’s ability to safe-
guard its maritime interests, while respecting Viet-
nam’s “Four Nos” defense policy principles. Third,
this bilateral cooperation contributes significantly to
shaping a broader regional security architecture. The
partnership not only reinforces Vietnam’s role within
ASEAN but also promotes adherence to international
law - particularly the 1982 United Nations Conven-
tion on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) - and supports
multilateral mechanisms such as the ASEAN Outlook
on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) and the ASEAN Defence
Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM+).

Despite notable achievements, the relationship con-
tinues to face certain constraints, including geopo-
litical pressure from China, institutional limitations
within ASEAN, differences in strategic priorities, and
Japan’s domestic resource constraints. However, the
durability of this cooperation - underpinned by polit-
ical trust, strategic complementarity, and shared val-
ues - indicates strong potential for long-term develop-
ment. In the context of intensifying strategic rivalry in
the Indo-Pacific, Japan - Vietnam maritime coopera-
tion is likely to expand further, especially in areas such
as non-traditional security, intelligence sharing, and
regional capacity-building. These developments will
remain instrumental in shaping a resilient, inclusive,
and rules-based maritime order in the South China
Sea and the broader Indo-Pacific region.
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