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Report Summary

'This report diagnoses the current state of maritime security cooperation between South
Korea and ASEAN and explores future strategies. Maritime security cooperation has
recently emerged as a crucial topic in Korea~ASEAN relations, yet its potential remains
largely untapped despite its growing necessity. This indicates a significant future
potential for collaboration. The study aims to assess the need for maritime security
cooperation, examine its current status, and propose concrete cooperation measures
and practical methodologies to deepen strategic trust between Korea and ASEAN,

thereby fostering overall balance in cooperation sectors.

Chapter 1 elucidates the necessity of Korea-ASEAN maritime security cooperation
from several perspectives. First, it highlights the maritime centrality of the Indo-
Pacific region. The Indo-Pacific concept can be interpreted through two lenses: the
strategic viewpoint led by the United States and the attempt to redefine the region.
Both perspectives underscore the importance of the maritime domain. The Indo-
Pacific strategies of the U.S., Japan, Australia, and the European Union emphasize
“strengthening maritime governance,” “enhancing maritime law enforcement
capabilities,” and “strengthening maritime security” as core objectives. ASEAN’s
own Outlook on the Indo-Pacific(AOIP) also designates “maritime issues” as its top
cooperation area, noting “unresolved maritime disputes, overexploitation of marine
resources, and marine pollution.” Historically, in the Asia-Pacific or East Asia concepts,
the sea merely served as a boundary separating landmasses; however, in the Indo-Pacific

concept, the sea acts as an artery connecting landmasses and traversing the region.

Second, it points to the maritime nature of regional conflicts. Key flashpoints in the
Indo-Pacific region, such as the Taiwan Strait, the South China Sea, and the Korean
Peninsula, are all deeply intertwined with the maritime domain. The South China Sea,
in particular, involves disputes over maritime territory and areas that primarily concern
naval and air forces. Even for the Korean Peninsula, despite land-based conflicts,
securing maritime and sea lanes of communication(SLOC:s) is essential for external

support and threat prevention.



Third, it aims to compensate for the weaknesses in Korea-ASEAN security
cooperation. Korea-ASEAN cooperation is broadly categorized into political-security,
economic,and socio-cultural sectors. Political-security cooperation is generally assessed
as lagging significantly behind economic and socio-cultural cooperation. This is
attributed to the non-visible nature of political-security achievements, its predominant
government-led execution, and the high sensitivity of defense and security cooperation.
ASEAN is a regional cooperative body that prioritizes the protection of individual
states’ sovereignty, and Korea, with its Korean Peninsula-centric security mindset, has
historically treated defense and security cooperation beyond its immediate powerful
neighbors as secondary. Strengthening maritime security cooperation can address this

imbalance and serve as a catalyst for overall Korea-ASEAN cooperation.

Fourth, it addresses Korea’s contribution to the region. Korea is often perceived as
having insufhicient regional contributions relative to its national power in economy,
military, and science and technology. By moving beyond its past inertia of focusing
solely on Korean Peninsula security and actively engaging with ASEAN’s diverse
security issues, Korea can enhance its regional contributions. For ASEAN, maritime
issues are not only security concerns but also vital economic matters. Maritime peace is
a prerequisite for ASEAN’s regional peace, stability, and economic growth, providing

ample reasons for maritime-focused security cooperation to play a central role in

Korea-ASEAN relations.

'The report notes the lack of dedicated, professional research on Korea-ASEAN maritime
security cooperation over the past 2-3 years, particularly studies comprehensively
covering both traditional(e.g., naval, coast guard roles) and non-traditional security

aspects. This study aims to fill that academic and policy gap.

Chapter 2 examines the current state and structural limitations of Korea-ASEAN
maritime security cooperation. Korea’s engagement with ASEAN intensified after
the Kim Dae-jung administration, and while relations have grown rapidly over the
past three decades, maritime security cooperation has progressed relatively slowly.

'This is because ASEAN has not been a “mainstream” focus of Korea’s foreign policy,



and political-security cooperation itself is more sensitive and yields less visible results
compared to economic and socio-cultural cooperation. Moreover, Korea’s Korean
Peninsula-centric security perspective has limited its willingness and resources to fully

engage in overseas maritime security cooperation.

Nevertheless, the importance of ASEAN’s maritime (security) is paramount. The
sea constitutes 66% of ASEAN’s total area, with Indonesia and the Philippines
being archipelagic nations comprising thousands of islands. Vietnam also boasts a
long coastline, highlighting the sea’s critical role. Economically, the sea generates $6
trillion in annual economic value for ASEAN and supports the livelihoods of 260
million people. Furthermore, the South China Sea and the Malacca Strait are vital
trade routes, handling one-third of global crude oil shipments, and the region is a
hotspot for marine biodiversity. From a security and peace perspective, the maritime
domain holds four key significances: the South China Sea dispute, issues of maritime
sovereignty(including Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated(IUU) fishing and
Maritime Domain Awareness(MDA) capabilities), non-traditional/human security
concerns(transnational crimes, terrorism on islands), and its role as a prerequisite for
economic growth and prosperity. The South China Sea issue also impacts “ASEAN

unity” due to differing member states’ positions.

ASEAN’s internal maritime security cooperation encompasses various mechanisms,
including the ASEAN Blue Economy Framework(ABEF). Multilateral forums
such as the ASEAN Maritime Forum(AMF), Expanded AMF, ASEAN Defense
Ministers’ Meeting(ADMM), ADMM Plus, and ASEAN Regional Forum(ARF)
contribute to dialogue and trust-building. Minilateral initiatives like the Malacca
Straits Patrol(MSP) and Sulu-Sulawesi Seas Patrol(SSSP), along with joint exercises
with external partners like Rim of the Pacific Exercise(RIMPAC) and Cobra Gold,

bolster practical maritime security.

Korea’s policy on ASEAN cooperation has progressed since the establishment of
tormal relations in 1989, particularly in economic and socio-cultural sectors, but defense

and security cooperation have lagged. However, the Moon Jae-in administration’s



New Southern Policy(NSP) and the current government’s Korea-ASEAN Solidarity
Initiative(KASI) have elevated the importance of defense and security cooperation,
especially in maritime security. The NSP promoted anti-piracy operations, maritime
counter-terrorism drills, and the transfer of retired naval vessels. The Korea Coast
Guard(KCG) also contributed to capacity building for Indonesian, Malaysian, and
Vietnamese coast guards and supported marine litter reduction efforts. KASI further
emphasized strategic cooperation, including enhancing maritime law enforcement
capabilities, transferring retired vessels with logistics support, counter-terrorism and
anti-piracy efforts, expanding joint exercises, establishing bilateral maritime dialogues,

and marine plastic pollution reduction.

Despite these efforts, dilemmas persist in Korea-ASEAN maritime security
cooperation. On the ASEAN side, disparities in maritime capabilities among member
states and differing stances on the South China Sea issue complicate cooperation. For
Korea,the Korean Peninsula-centric traditional geopolitical view and security perception,
the absence of common security threats with ASEAN, sensitivities arising from US-
China strategic competition, and issues of policy will and coordination(priorities of the
Ministry of National Defense and Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries) hinder deeper

cooperation.

Chapter 3 focuses on Navy-centered traditional security cooperation between
Korea and ASEAN. Southeast Asia faces traditional maritime security threats such
as the South China Sea dispute, as well as non-traditional threats like drug/arms
trafficking and IUU fishing. These issues directly impact Korea’s economic growth and

the security of the Korean Peninsula.

Traditional security threats facing ASEAN are primarily, first, maritime territorial
sovereignty issues. Aggressive tactics by Chinese coast guard vessels, including water
cannon attacks and intentional collisions, are frequent in the South China Sea, which are
considered existential national interest issues for some Southeast Asian states like the
Philippines. China employs “grey zone tactics” using its navy, coast guard, and maritime

militia to escalate territorial disputes, depleting the response capabilities of other states



and undermining international maritime order. Second, there is the erosion of the
rules-based international order. While the U.S. emphasizes maintaining a rules-based
order, China is expanding its influence through claims like the “10-dash line”. Third,
securing the safety of Sea Lines of Communication(SLOC:s) is a crucial traditional
security issue. The East Asian seas are vital SLOCs, handling over one-third of global
trade. Ensuring the safety of these SLOCs and undersea cables(Under-SLOCs) is

critical for national prosperity in peacetime and for sustaining war efforts in conflict.

These threats are exacerbated by the weak maritime power of ASEAN states. Most
ASEAN countries, except Singapore, possess very low maritime capabilities. The
high cost of military technology and funding for enhancing these capabilities makes
self-reliance difficult. The Philippines, for instance, has more vessels than Singapore
but many are outdated, and its independent operational capability is low, making it

vulnerable to China’s grey zone provocations.

The current status of Korea-ASEAN naval cooperation involves Korea providing
education and training for ASEAN naval officers and cadets, and actively participating
in joint maritime exercises such as Search and Rescue Exercise(SAREX), IUU fishing
enforcement, and counter-terrorism drills. Korea also engages in defense and logistics
cooperation by transferring retired vessels to ASEAN nations and supporting the
construction of new warships. Through Korea-ASEAN summits and maritime forums,
Korea strengthens policy dialogues, establishes SLOC security information-sharing
systems, and cooperates on marine environment and resource protection. However,
this cooperation is limited by a low level of institutionalization, constraints on
information sharing, existing power disparities, the “China factor,” and a lack of

policy consistency due to changes in Korean administrations.

Chapter 4 emphasizes that Korea Coast Guard(KCG) cooperation can open new
horizons for Korea-ASEAN maritime security. The KCG performs three core
functions: maritime safety, law enforcement, and marine environmental protection.
It offers “strategic utility” by allowing for practical assertion of sovereignty without

triggering military tension in disputed areas. The KCG is seen as an effective buffer



in situations where direct military intervention is sensitive, and initiatives like the
Quad’s Maritime Initiative for Training in the Indo-Pacific(MAITRI) are expanding
non-military cooperation focused on maritime law enforcement. ASEAN states
also prioritize their coast guards as key actors for responding to non-traditional
threats and grey zone tactics in the South China Sea. Korea, too, faces an increase
in transnational maritime crimes, making KCG cooperation with ASEAN essential.
Korea’s Indo-Pacific Strategy and the Korea-ASEAN Solidarity Initiative(KASI)
designate maritime cooperation as a core task, providing policy consistency for KCG
engagement. The Korean KCG possesses over 70 years of operational experience and

substantial assets, including 364 vessels and 384 aircraft, giving it great potential to
contribute to ASEAN KCG capacity building.

Past cooperation experiences show that the Korean KCG has signed MOUs with
five ASEAN countries(Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Vietnam, Philippines) and
engaged in various forms of cooperation including regular meetings, equipment
support, training, and information sharing. Specific examples include ODA projects for
building KCG training centers in Indonesia and conducting rescue capacity training,
transferring high-speed boats and retired vessels to Vietnam via an MOU with its
Ministry of Public Security, along with pollution control training. Korea provided its
first international oil spill response to the Philippines during a tanker sinking incident,
and with Singapore, it pursued tailored cooperation through Information Fusion
Centers(IFC) and technological exchange for simulators. These efforts demonstrate
Korea’s transition from a recipient to a donor in maritime security and its role as a

practical partner contributing to regional maritime order stability.

However, limitations and structural challenges in cooperation are evident.
Cooperation remains largely bilateral and is geographically skewed towards adjacent
countries like Japan, Russia, and China, with limited multilateral engagement. There
is a lack of continuity and systematic approach; MOUs are often followed by breaks
or delays in practical exchanges, and support is often limited to one-oft training or
short-term technical assistance. Compared to major external powers like the U.S.,

Japan, and Australia, Korea’s cooperation is insufficient in scale and systematicity.



Furthermore, developing new cooperation agendas responsive to future maritime
security environmental changes, such as digital technology, green energy transition,
and climate change, and focusing on practical, field-oriented cooperation, is lacking.
Korea’s advanced KCG capabilities and experience are not yet strategically utilized
for building regional maritime security governance, and there is a need for Korea to

increase strategic interest and participation in ASEAN-led multilateral mechanisms

like the ASEAN Coast Guard Forum(ACF).

Chapter 5 addresses the South China Sea(SCS) issue, which is highly sensitive and
central to Korea-ASEAN maritime security cooperation. While sometimes perceived
in Korea as part of China’s “inland sea strategy” in connection with the West Sea, the
SCS is an internationally distinct maritime area with direct implications for national
interests, including those of external states like Korea. ASEAN countries request
maritime security cooperation from external partners, but successful cooperation
requires a common understanding between Korea and ASEAN regarding the

international legal status of the South China Sea.

China’s “nine-dash line”(9DL) claim related to the SCS was declared incompatible
with the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS) by the Arbitral Tribunal
in July 2016, a decision that is legally binding. Therefore, the 9DL is no longer a valid
term from an international legal perspective. The Tribunal proved that China’s claim
of “historic rights” based on the 9DL was fictitious, noting that China itself had
acknowledged the existence of “high seas” within the maritime areas of the SCS.

ASEAN countries’ perceptions of the 9DL are clear. The Philippines challenged the
9DL, asserting its sovereignty over the Kalayaan Island Group and aligning its stance with
UNCLOS. Malaysia and Vietnam similarly regarded the 9DL as a unilateral delimitation
of maritime areas lacking international legal basis. Although not a direct claimant,
Indonesia refuted China’s claims by arguing that maritime features in the SCS are merely
“rocks”(under UNCLOS Article 121(3)) and thus cannot generate exclusive economic

zones or continental shelves, a position consistent with the 2016 arbitration award.



However, Korea’s stance on the SCS as expressed in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
spokesperson’s statement immediately after the 2016 arbitration award, has been
criticized as “generalized” and “ambiguous.” The statement suggested that the SCS
dispute still needed to be “resolved through peaceful and creative diplomatic efforts,”
implying a negation of the arbitration award’s value in legally resolving the dispute.
It also used vague terms like “internationally established norms of conduct” instead
of clear legal or political language, avoiding a clear means of understanding. This
ambiguity hinders common understanding with ASEAN and could become an

obstacle to Korea-ASEAN maritime security cooperation.

Therefore, if Korea genuinely seeks to advance maritime security cooperation with
ASEAN, a clear stance on the South China Sea Code of Conduct(CoC) is essential.
If Korea supports a CoC premised on the non-existence of the 9DL as international
law governing the SCS, it can engage in practical and concrete cooperation activities,
such as marine scientific research or counter-terrorism training, within areas recognized
as the Exclusive Economic Zones(EEZ) of the Philippines or Vietnam. However, if
the Korean government maintains an ambiguous position on the CoC and the 9DL
issue, specific cooperation will be difficult due to the unclear international legal status

of the maritime areas involved.

Chapter 6 emphasizes the necessity for Korea to broaden its focus on maritime
security, moving beyond its past Korean Peninsula-centric strategic perspective. This
is imperative due to Korea’s significantly enhanced national capabilities in economy,
military(ranking among the top 5 globally), science and technology, and soft power.
Furthermore, given the interconnectedness of all oceans, national and economic security
cannot be guaranteed solely by ensuring the safety of the narrow maritime areas around
the Korean Peninsula. Security situations in the South China Sea and Taiwan Strait,

though distant, directly impact Korea’s economy and have military implications.

Against this backdrop, maritime security cooperation with ASEAN is crucial for two
reasons. First, the maritime domain is an existential factor for ASEAN states, both

economically and in terms of security, with ASEAN embracing the Blue Economy as



a core pillar of its economic growth. Second, it is vital for the balanced development of
Korea-ASEAN relations. While economic and socio-cultural cooperation has reached
a substantial level, security and strategic cooperation lag behind. Elevating cooperation

in these areas, with the maritime domain as a central link, is important.

The report summarizes the key contents of the preceding chapters, reiterating the
importance of Navy-centered traditional security cooperation, Coast Guard-centered
non-traditional security cooperation, and the urgency for Korea to adopt a clear stance

on the sensitive South China Sea issue.

Ultimately, strengthening Korea-ASEAN maritime security cooperation requires a
paradigm shift in the definition of national interest. Beyond a narrow interpretation
of national interest(focused on North Korean threats and short-term economic gains),
Korea must pursue a ‘broad national interest’ that encompasses its contributions to
regional and international society and its reputation. ASEAN serves as an optimal
starting point for realizing this broader national interest, and maritime security
cooperation can be a key driver for deepening Korea-ASEAN cooperation in political-
security and defense sectors. This cooperation should be framed not as targeting specific
threats but as “Korea’s contribution to regional peace,” recognizing the virtuous cycle
where regional maritime peace and safety ultimately redound to Korea’s economic

interests.



Policy Recommendations

e Enhance and Standardize ASEAN Maritime Security Capabilities:

o Establish a joint maritime security fund at the ASEAN level to elevate member
states’ maritime security capabilities.

o Strengthen integrated power support by combining Korea’s naval and KCG
capabilities(e.g., retired vessel transfers, MRO support, unmanned systems
cooperation).

o Cooperate on strengthening Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance(ISR)
and Maritime Domain Awareness(MDA) capabilities(including satellite

surveillance, UAVs, and maritime radar network construction).

e Expand Strategic Dialogue and Threat Perception Sharing Channels:
o Institutionalize Korea-ASEAN maritime security dialogue channels.
o Share ASEAN experiences and coordinate responses to China’s maritime status

quo alteration strategy.

¢ Expand and Institutionalize Joint Exercises:

o Increase participation in existing multilateral exercises(e.g., SEACAT, CARAT,
Komodo, ADMM-Plus) and enhance training sophistication.

o Intensify training objectives and intensity, focusing on high seas protection, IUU
fishing enforcement, and dispute response.

o Institutionalize maritime cooperation with middle powers such as Korea, Japan,
and Australia.

o Regularize Korea-ASEAN joint maritime operations and forums for non-
traditional threats.

o Expand Korea Coast Guard’s overseas training into multilateral training

frameworks targeting ASEAN.

e Establish an Integrated Navy-Coast Guard Cooperation System:
o Build a system where the KCG handles less politically sensitive non-military

areas, and the Navy manages high-threat military operations, with organic



cooperation for complex threats.

e Strengthen Search and Rescue(SAR)-Centered Cooperation:
o Establish SAR coordination systems, refine communication protocols, and ensure
interoperability.
o Provide Korean-style SAR package programs(training, equipment, manuals) and
link them with local SAR team training in ASEAN countries.

o Utilize the ASEAN Coast Guard Forum(ACF) as a multilateral platform for
SAR cooperation.

* Build a Korea-Led Multilateral Cooperation Framework:
o Lead initiatives to upgrade the ACF into an Expanded ASEAN Coast Guard
Forum(EACF) or utilize ASEAN+K-US-Japan or ASEAN+3 frameworks for
multilateral cooperation.

o Propose new working groups on information sharing and joint operations within

the Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies Meeting(HACGAM).

¢ Enhance Law Enforcement Cooperation for On-Site Response:

o Provide ODA support for IUU fishing enforcement equipment and
technology(e.g., anti-riot suits, new enforcement techniques) to ASEAN coast
guards.

o Establish a Maritime Narcotics Information Network(MNIF) and hotlines with

major drug-producing countries.

e Cooperate on Capacity Building through Education and Training ODA:
o Offer low-cost, high-efficiency practical training alternatives using XR/AI-based
maritime disaster response training platforms.
o Expand the ‘visiting oil spill response training’ model and integrate/streamline
KOICA and KCG’s own budget invitation training programs.
o Establish a full-cycle ‘education-equipment-technology-operation-maintenance’

cooperation model.



e Clarify Korea’s Stance on the South China Sea Issue:
o Acknowledge the legal binding nature of the 2016 arbitration award and clearly
express Korea’s support for a South China Sea Code of Conduct(CoC) premised

on the non-existence of the 9DL..

¢ Transform the Definition of National Interest:

o Move beyond a narrow definition of national interest(Korean Peninsula-
centric, short-term economic gains) to a broad national interest that includes
contributions to regional and international society and reputation.

© Frame maritime security cooperation with ASEAN as Korea’s contribution to
regional peace and recognize the virtuous cycle where regional maritime peace

and safety ultimately redound to Korea’s economic interests.
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EH0|A L ZIERte W HWaFYAo| FHX|IA 7|8k =M

o
1
02
40
i

- 2003F 0]F: ASEAN-China Joint Working Group on Implementation of DoC
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