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While East Asia has stood out in 
recent history for its exceptional 
70-year period of peace, it 
would be wrong to assume that 
policymakers in the region aren’t 
worried about, or aren’t gearing 
up for, future conflict. 

Numerous potential flash points 
exist, from the Korean Peninsula, 
the Taiwan Strait, the East and 
South China Seas, and South Asia. 
Those worries are fueling Asia’s 
push to modernize their military 
forces, thus risking an arms race.
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sOutheast asIa has been among the biggest 
global defense spenders over the past decade. 
expenditure in the region has risen by almost 10 
percent annually on average since 2009. Regional 
nations have also been acquiring new war-fight-
ing capabilities, including in standoff precision 
strike; long-range airborne and undersea attack; 
stealth, mobility and expeditionary warfare; and 
new control, communications, computing and 
reconnaissance networks — not to mention new 
fighter jets, surface warships and submarines. 

Why are southeast asian states aggressively 
arming themselves? Many identify China’s 
behavior as the primary driver of southeast 
asia’s military modernization and rising defense 
spending. For almost two decades, the concern 
over China’s military rise has been accompanied 
by uncertainty over america’s strategic commit-
ment to the region, as exemplified by the Global 
War of terror, the Iraq and afghanistan wars and 
the rise of President Donald trump. 

China’s militarization of the south China 
sea, for example, has been credited with driv-
ing Vietnam’s rapid capability development: its 
arms imports in 2011-15 were eight times those 
of the previous five years. By 2016, it had bought 
eight combat aircraft, four fast-attack craft and 
four submarines with six more frigates and two 
submarines on order. the Philippines, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and thailand are reported to be follow-
ing a similar trajectory. While very few believe 
they could militarily balance China in a tit-for-tat 
fashion, the arms spree might nonetheless impose 
a higher cost for China should it decide to engage 
in conflict over disputed waters, for example. 

bureaucratic or historical reasons could shape the 
size of the defense budget. so a budgetary spike is 
rarely a simple equivalent to an external military 
threat response. Figure 1 shows how Indonesia, 
Malaysia, singapore, the Philippines, thailand, 
Myanmar and Vietnam allocate their defense 
budgets. It compares four spending categories — 
operations & maintenance, personnel, research 
and development, and procurement — as meas-
ured in 2012-16 and as projected for 2017-21. 

the data in Figure 1 underscore that in south-
east asia, most of the defense budget is allocated 
to routine expenditures, particularly personnel 
(e.g. salaries, benefits, education and training) 
as well as operations and maintenance costs. all 
seven countries spent, on average, almost 80 
percent of their 2012-2016 budgets on these rou-
tine expenditures (by 2021, this figure is fore-
cast to go down only to 75 percent). they spent 
less than 20 percent of their 2012-2016 budgets 
on new capability development — i.e. research 
and development as well as procurement. this 
roughly translates to less than a billion dollars a 
year on average for capability development.

Furthermore, personnel spending relative to 
overall defense budgets seems to be almost con-

But the China threat is only part of the story. We 
should not take regional officials’ rhetoric at face 
value when they hint that their arms spending is 
a response to China’s military rise. after all, they 
may simply use the growing regional tension to 
justify pre-existing military development plans. 
the Indonesian military (tnI), for example, has 
recently called for a military buildup around the 
natuna Islands by citing the growing maritime 
crises in its waters, although the plans were issued 
in the mid-2000s. also, as we shall see in the fol-
lowing sections, the historical budgetary and 
technological contexts of regional force structure 
suggest that China is not the sole driver of military 
modernization. the size of defense budgets alone 
or recent high-profile procurement plans masked 
the long-term structural challenges of human 
capital development and technological import 
dependence. In other words, we need to locate 
southeast asia’s recent military developments 
and procurement plans in a broader context. 

uNpaCKiNg dEfENsE budgEts
the size of a defense budget alone is not a very 
useful indicator to measure the development of 
defense capabilities. Various domestic, economic, 

Is Southeast Asia’s Military 
Modernization Driven by 
China? It’s Not That Simple
By Evan A. Laksmana

Military spending by 
Southeast Asian nations 
is collectively among the 
highest in the world, and 
some policy-makers in the 
region cite the rise of China 
as a principal reason. But a 
close analysis of the patterns 
of spending and their 
development over the years 
suggests that explanation 
is, at best, too simple, writes 
Evan A. Laksmana.

figurE 1 southEast asiaN NatioNs’ dEfENsE budgEt by EXpENditurE typE
Source: Author calculation from IHS Jane’s data. Figures are for five-year annual average expenditure for 2012-16 and 2017-22 (projected).
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stant for the past several decades. as such, one 
might argue that the recent defense budgetary 
spike could be attributed to the rising cost of 
maintaining existing personnel and ensuring 
operational readiness rather than obtaining new 
technological capabilities. after all, given the his-
torical prominence of the military in the political 
development of southeast asian states, person-
nel spending has a “path-dependent” quality vis-
à-vis the defense budget.

and yet, as Figure 2 shows, regional militaries’ 
human capital development — measured by the 
amount of money spent per soldier — remains 
low. singapore, with one of the region’s smallest 
militaries, outstrips others in personnel spend-
ing per soldier. Vietnam, Myanmar and Indone-
sia as the three largest militaries allocate the least 
amount of resources (their average salary levels 
are among the lowest in the region). this par-
tially reflects the military’s historical experience 
of fighting internal wars and addressing domestic 
security concerns — which tend to require more 
manpower than high-end, expensive weaponry. 

these figures suggest that: 1) defense budg-
ets have been and will continue to be allocated 
for routine expenditures, primarily personnel 
spending, and 2) the level of human capital devel-
opment remains comparatively low. If counter-
ing China requires a modern, professional force 
staffed with high-quality personnel manning 

the latest technology, then most southeast asian 
countries are way behind the curve. While pro-
curement trends will keep rising, their real value 
remains comparatively small; with Indonesia 
(us$2.1 billion), singapore (us$1.9 billion), and 
Vietnam (us$1.2 billion) possibly leading the way 
by 2021. these are significantly lower than the 
amount Japan, India, south Korea and certainly 
China will spend on procurement in coming years 
(possibly more than us$100 billion by 2024). 

forCE struCturE aNd  
opEratioNal dEMaNds
since the post-Cold War era, most arms imports 
to southeast asia have been for several key types 
of platforms, particularly aircraft, ships and 
sensors or for C4IsR (command, control, com-
munications, computers, intelligence, surveil-
lance and reconnaissance) capabilities, as well 
as missiles, as Figure 3 below suggests. the over-
all focus of the major imports seems to be on 
sensory, air and naval capabilities. In fact, the 
region’s naval forces have had a relatively con-
stant force structure over the past few decades, 
especially for Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam and 
singapore. these maritime states have naturally 
emphasized surface combatants and amphibi-
ous assault assets. these patterns largely per-
sist, even as singapore, Malaysia and Vietnam 
recently joined Indonesia as submarine operators 

rEjuVENatiNg old EquipMENt
Procurement budgets have also been allocated for 
the replenishment of old equipment. as most of 
southeast asia’s weaponry is imported, we could 
reasonably focus on the age of imported mili-
tary technology as a measure of the overall age 
of existing platforms. Figure 4 overleaf describes 
the average age of all imported military technol-
ogy into southeast asia by 2016. Vietnam, laos 
and the Philippines appear to have the oldest 
weaponry (more than 35 years on average). Fig-
ure 4 is based on over 2,500 items (categorized 
into more than two dozen platforms, from air-
craft to engines), imported at different times 
between 1950 and 2016. some countries may 
have “younger” platforms, but have more urgent 
operational demands, which pushes them to mod-
ernize their platforms more quickly than others. 

Given the heavy reliance on imports, the mod-
ernization process remains structurally depend-
ent on a highly diverse set of foreign suppliers. 
this matters because the more foreign suppliers a 
state has, the higher the cost for platform interop-
erability, education and training, as well as main-
tenance, repair and overhaul systems. Given the 
already small budget space allocated to procure-
ment and R&D, radically or fundamentally reduc-
ing foreign dependence is difficult. these prob-
lems are path-dependent because of the initial 
start-up cost when countries first imported plat-

(with possibly thailand as well). Recent procure-
ment of new frigates and patrol ships, for exam-
ple, seems to reinforce existing force structures 
centered on naval capabilities. 

these trends do not, however, necessarily 
reflect a preoccupation with China’s potential 
threat in the maritime domain. there are two 
other possible interpretations of the pattern. First, 
southeast asia’s force posture reflects concerns 
over a wide range of challenges, from maritime 
disputes and territorial incursions to countering 
piracy, trafficking and illegal fishing. southeast 
asian states have also traditionally tried to follow 
or mimic their neighbor’s capability acquisitions, 
particularly in the maritime domain.

second, when we consider the region’s complex 
strategic environment and the organizational 
history of its maritime security governance — 
where navies compete with other domestic mari-
time law enforcement agencies — unsurprisingly, 
naval assets, even frigates, are often used for day-
to-day patrols and security operations rather than 

“reserved” for high-end naval battles. this “multi-
use” of naval platforms is, of course, not unique 
to southeast asia. But inferring operational 
demands and utility from the broad categories of 
naval force posture alone cannot take us very far 
in evaluating whether southeast asia’s military 
modernization has been directed explicitly, con-
sistently and systematically against China.

figurE 3 ValuE of Military tEChNology iMportEd iNto southEast asia by typE, 1991-2015
Source: Author calculation from SIPRI Database

figurE 2 pErsoNNEl sizE aNd budgEt of sElECtEd southEast asiaN statEs
Source: Author calculation based on IHS Jane’s data
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countries also do not appear to historically tai-
lor their entire procurement plans or warfight-
ing strategies to China, except perhaps for Viet-
nam. Instead, they are often more hard-pressed 
to meet their daily operational demands such as 
maritime patrol or border security. Furthermore, 
many countries still import their weaponry from 
China, the region’s third-largest supplier. as such, 
there is little evidence that southeast asia is sys-
tematically preparing to or capable of balancing 
China in military terms. 

second, as the budget space for capital expen-
ditures remains historically and comparatively 
low, southeast asian states have relied, and will 
continue to rely, on the same set of foreign sup-
pliers for their imported arms and weapons sys-
tems. While each of these suppliers’ market share 
varies over time, the inability of regional defense 
industrial bases to provide the next generation 
of complex weaponry means that the structural 
import dependence will persist. this trend is 
reinforced by the increasing need of regional 
states to replace their aging platforms to meet 
pressing day-to-day operational demands. 

Finally, these findings do not imply that the 
region isn’t concerned with China’s aggressive 
behavior. they simply show that the concern 
has not been translated into a military response. 
Military assistance programs from the us, for 
example, may be presented as additional help to 

forms requiring expensive and often sprawling 
supporting systems. this sunk cost often means 
there is little incentive to change suppliers — at 
least for complex systems such as fighter aircraft 

— because that would require also changing the 
supporting infrastructure. 

unsurprisingly, the number of suppliers for 
each southeast asian state has been almost con-
stant since the 1950s, as Figure 5 opposite shows. 
In total, there have been 55 different weapons 
suppliers to 10 southeast asian states between 
1950 and 2015 — on average each country has 
19 different suppliers, ranging from nine in laos 
to 32 in Indonesia. One interpretation is that the 
bipolar Cold War context in which southeast 
asian states “locked in” suppliers made it harder 
over time to switch due to budgetary constraints, 
sunk cost and import dependence.

this supplier diversity also helps explain why 
a handful of countries have come to dominate 
the southeast asian market over time, even if 
individual recipients add one or two new suppli-
ers (for a select few platforms), or even if each 
supplier’s market share fluctuates over time. In 
this regard, the united states far outstripped 
any other supplier in terms of value of imports, 
although China and the ussR/Russia combined 
would overtake this position. after China and 
Russia, Western european suppliers have domi-
nated the remaining market share. 

the persistence of such structural dependence 
is expected given that replacement of most aging 
equipment or weaponry is easier and/or more 
affordable if purchased from the original supplier 
or its network. this dependence is again exacer-
bated by the persistently small procurement or 
R&D budget in southeast asia (with the excep-
tion of singapore). 

the structure of foreign domination also is 
not evenly spread across southeast asia. the 
ussR/Russia and China, for example, have been 
primary suppliers in a few countries like Viet-
nam. Meanwhile, the us seems to control most 
of the market share in the Philippines and sin-
gapore (despite a drop from around 83 percent 
to 56 percent and from 62 percent to 56 percent, 
respectively, during the post-Cold War era, per 
data from the stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute). european suppliers seem 
to be more prevalent outside of Vietnam with 
smaller shares of the market. 

In short, it appears that: 1) there is a variation in 
each foreign supplier’s market share within indi-
vidual southeast asian states, but not necessarily 
the number of suppliers overall, and 2) the rela-
tively constant number of suppliers means that 
when southeast asian states publicly justify their 
arms imports in defense autarchy terms, they 
could simply reduce the market share of one exist-
ing supplier and increase the share of another. 

CoNClusioNs aNd iMpliCatioNs
the preceding sections offer several findings. 
First, southeast asia’s defense budgets have 
largely gone to routine expenditures, especially 
personnel spending, rather than new capability 
development. While new warfighting capabilities 
might gradually arrive, especially in the maritime 
domain, the scale of such activities remains lim-
ited and only applies to a small number of coun-
tries such as singapore and Vietnam. Regional 

“counter China,” but there is no solid evidence to 
suggest they are sufficient to change Beijing’s cal-
culus. as the preceding sections show, the struc-
tural challenges facing southeast asian militaries, 
from human capital development to budget allo-
cation and import dependence, are too challeng-
ing for any foreign assistance programs. 

Consequently, aside from continuing economic 
engagement, some say to the point of allowing 
Beijing to raise its stake in the region’s welfare, 
southeast asian states still prefer to deal with 
China through diplomacy, multilaterally through 
the association of southeast asian nations or 
bilaterally through strategic partnerships. after 
all, for many regional states, bilateral ties with 
China are often a polarizing domestic political 
issue. any expectations that southeast asian 
states are willing and able to militarily balance 
China — and just need a little help from the us or 
other major powers to do so — need to tempered.  

Evan a. laksmana is a senior researcher at 
the Centre for strategic and international 
studies (Csis) in jakarta, indonesia. he is 
also currently a visiting fellow at the 
National bureau of asian research in 
washington, dC. parts of this essay draw on 
the author’s upcoming report for raNd 
Corporation on strategic trends in southeast 
asia and us-China relations. 

figurE 5 total NuMbEr of forEigN arMs suppliErs iNto southEast asia
Source: Author calculation from SIPRI data.

figurE 4 aVEragE agE of wEapoNs  
iMportEd iNto southEast asia
Source: Author calculation from SIPRI Database. NB Imported 
platforms from 1950 to 2015 based on year of order by 2016
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