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Chapter  Six.  Why  is  Southeast  Asia  Rearming?  An  Empirical  
Assessment  

Evan A. Laksmana, Center for Strategic and International Studies, Indonesia 

Southeast Asia, if its ten member nations are treated collectively, is now among the top 
global defense spenders. Regional countries collectively doubled their military spending between 
1992 and 2012, mainly to obtain warships, maritime patrol aircraft, radar systems and combat 
planes, and submarines and naval defense systems.1 Between 2007 and 2012, the region made up 
the second-largest military import market worldwide: Singapore accounted for 38 percent, 
followed by Malaysia (19 percent), Vietnam (13 percent), and Indonesia (12 percent). Aircraft 
and ships made up 40 percent and 36 percent of imports, respectively, with the remaining 
imports split between missiles, armored vehicles, and others.2 Why have Southeast Asian states 
seemed to be rearming over the past decade? Are they improving their defense capabilities to 
confront a rising China, or are the activities driven by other considerations, such as the need to 
replace aging equipment?  

This paper addresses these questions by providing a regional, rather than country-specific, 
overview of Southeast Asia’s defense capability development. Specifically, it presents empirical 
regional patterns of defense spending, weapons import, and force structure. I adopt this approach 
as I consider military modernization3 in Southeast Asia as an international outcome rather than a 
single country’s foreign policy decision.4 Furthermore, a regional overview, especially when 
placed within broader historical and comparative contexts, allows us to generate specific 
arguments about the reasons for military buildup and test them across several states within the 
region. Seeing which arguments travel across the region beyond one or two countries, in turn, 
allows us to understand the regional context through which we can better locate existing debates 

1 See John Dowdy, David Chinn, Matteo Mancini, and Jonathan Ng, Southeast Asia: The Next Growth Opportunity 
in Defense, McKinsey Innovation Campus Aerospace and Defense Practice, New York: McKinsey and Company, 
February 2014. 
2 Dowdy et al., 2014. 
3 In this paper, I use the terms arms spree, defense capability development, and military modernization 
interchangeably. 
4 This distinction between international outcomes and foreign policy draws from Kenneth Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics, Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979. The key difference between outcomes and foreign 
policy is that the former can take place with or without states making decisions (or behaving). International 
outcomes thus can be the result of a state’s foreign policy, multiple states interacting, or some other non–foreign 
policy international events. In other words, international outcomes may be arrived at regardless of the idiosyncratic 
behavior of states as individual units. See also Colin Elman, “Horses for Courses: Why Not Neorealist Theories of 
Foreign Policy?” Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1, 1996, p. 13. 

Chapter in: U.S. Policy in Asia -- Perspectives for the Future, ed. by Rafiq Dossani and Scott W. Harold (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 
2018), pp. 106 - 137. Full book available at: https://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CF372.html
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about the “China threat,” for example. After all, dissecting individual procurement 
decisionmaking processes over time across ten different states is not only impractical, it also 
dilutes the broader comparative contexts through which we can draw useful lessons about the 
nature of regional security.  

The following sections describe the contending approaches to explaining Southeast Asia’s 
military modernization and defense spending. Existing research and press reports have proposed 
at least three approaches that explain the regional pattern:  

1.   External threat: China’s rising military threat and aggressive behavior, especially in 
the South China Sea, drives regional defense spending and procurement decisions. 

2.   Market economics: the structural dependence on the global defense market drives 
regional states’ procurement decisions commensurable to their growing economies. 

3.   Technological requirement: Individual armed forces need to replace their aging Cold 
War–era equipment and platforms to meet day-to-day operational demands.  

The second section provides an empirical assessment of Southeast Asia’s defense spending 
and force posture to better adjudicate between the contending approaches. While the nature of 
the data and time limitations do not permit me to rigorously test and evaluate the different 
approaches’ specific claims, the preliminary empirical analysis could help suggest which 
approach we should pay more attention to. I argue that, on average, Southeast Asian states’ 
defense modernization activities, perhaps apart from Vietnam, have not by and large been driven 
by the China threat alone. The final section draws some conclusions and explores their broader 
policy implications.  

Explaining  Southeast  Asia’s  Rearmament:  Contending  Approaches  
Analysts and scholars have noticed the defense capability development trends in Southeast 

Asia for over a decade now. In particular, many have been looking at the extent to which 
regional states have been acquiring new warfighting capabilities, including stand-off precision-
strike; long-range airborne and undersea attack; stealth, mobility, and expeditionary warfare; and 
new control, communications, computing, and reconnaissance networks.5 Some described these 
developments as “conventionalization” or “arms dynamic”—something between a full-blown 
“arms race” and a mere “modernization” of aging platforms.6 However, labelling the activities 

                                                
5 See for example, Richard A. Bitzinger, “A New Arms Race? Explaining Recent Southeast Asian Military 
Acquisitions,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 32, No. 1, April 2010, pp. 63–64; Andrew Tan, Force 
Modernisation Trends in Southeast Asia, Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, RSIS Working 
Paper No. 59, 2004; and Geoffrey Till, Emrys Chew, and Joshua Ho, eds., Globalization and Defence in the Asia–
Pacific: Arms Across Asia, London: Routledge, 2009. For the immediate post–Cold War context, see Desmond Ball, 
“Arms and Affluence: Military Acquisitions in the Asia–Pacific Region,” International Security, Vol. 18, No. 3, 
1993–1994, pp. 78–112; and Amitav Acharya, An Arms Race in Post–Cold War Southeast Asia: Prospects for 
Control, Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1994. 
6 See Bernard Fook Weng Loo, “Transforming the Strategic Landscape of Southeast Asia,” Contemporary 
Southeast Asia, Vol. 27, No. 3, December 2005, pp. 388–405; and Bitzinger, 2010, pp. 50–69. 



  108 

themselves is not equivalent to explaining why they occur in the first place. Furthermore, while 
scholars seem to agree that Southeast Asia’s arms spree is more complex than many assume—as 
the labelling efforts indicate—their arguments tend to rest on individual countries’ specific 
procurement decisions rather than explaining the regional pattern (on average) as a collective 
whole.  

To be sure, understanding individual procurement decisions within each Southeast Asian 
state is useful for specific questions pertaining to military policy and defense capability 
development. For example, domestic political arguments—from the nature of civil-military 
relations to budgetary corruption or regime prestige—are indeed useful to explain why some 
countries chose to obtain specific weaponry at a given time in a particular way. But the 
peculiarities of each procurement project, especially when analyzed sans theoretical frameworks 
or concepts, give us little analytical purchase to understand the broader regional context in which 
Southeast Asia collectively modernizes its armed forces. This paper therefore focuses on three 
contending approaches that explain the regional pattern of arms modernization in Southeast Asia 
as a whole rather than specific individual procurement decisions. These different approaches, 
while not necessarily mutually exclusive, often paint conflicting narratives of why Southeast 
Asia has been rearming. 

The  China  Threat    

Media reports and think-tank analysts often identify China’s behavior—from the lack of 
defense budgetary transparency to its “salami slicing” of the South China Sea—as one of the 
primary reasons behind Southeast Asia’s force development. The region’s rising defense 
spending and naval and submarine procurements are often cited as evidence of this argument.7 
The argument that geopolitical logic, especially threats emanating from China, drives arms 
development in Southeast Asia is certainly not new. Scholars were already warning in the 1990s 
that there was an “arms boom” in Southeast Asia as U.S. and European arms producers were 
seeking to sell the region defense hardware in response to Beijing’s threats over the South China 
Sea.8 While the 1997–1998 Asian financial crisis halted many of the procurement plans, the 
region’s appetite for military hardware seemed to have returned by the mid- to late-2000s, with 
defense expenditures across Southeast Asia having risen, on average, by nine percent each year 
since 2009.9  

                                                
7 See for example, Elias Groll and Dan De Luce, “China Is Fueling a Submarine Arms Race in the Asia-Pacific,” 
Foreign Policy, August 26, 2016. 
8 See Michael T. Klare, “The Arms Trade in the 1990s: Changing Patterns, Rising Dangers,” Third World 
Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 5, 1996, p. 865. 
9 Felix K. Chang, “Comparative Southeast Asian Military Modernization—1,” The Asan Forum, Vol. 5, No. 6, 
October 1, 2014.  
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Moreover, the concern over America’s post–9/11 lack of strategic commitment to the region 
amplifies the concern over China’s rising military power and hegemonic behavior. China’s 
massive artificial island-building around the South China Sea in recent years without serious 
pushback from the United States has been credited with, for example, driving Vietnam’s rapid 
capability development: Its arms imports in 2011–2015 were eight times higher than in the 
previous five years and it has bought eight combat aircraft, four fast-attack crafts, and four 
submarines, with a further six frigates and two submarines on order.10 The Philippines, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand were reported to be beefing up their militaries “in the face of 
China’s increasingly bold incursions” in the region.11 Additionally, given the uncertainty with 
both China and the United States, Southeast Asian states are realizing the need to reduce their 
preexisting dependence on “big American and European arms suppliers.”12  

In any case, while few believe that Southeast Asian countries on their own could balance 
China in a tit-for-tat fashion, many consider that the arms spree could increase the cost for China, 
should it decide to escalate regional tension or even use force.13 If the China threat argument is to 
receive support, however, we should observe Southeast Asian countries doing one or all of these 
activities: (1) raising their defense spending commensurable to China’s own spending; (2) 
tailoring their procurement or capability development strategies, including defense industrial 
development, to match China’s military procurement and/or possible operational plans; (3) 
preferably not importing weaponry from China as the perceived threat; and (4) developing 
strategies, operational concepts, and force structure for a possible conflict with China. In short, if 
the China threat explains Southeast Asia’s overall arms spree, we should observe its preeminence 
in how regional states spend their budgets and how they plan to fight. 

Import  Dependence  

Rather than focusing on the threat factor, other analysts have looked at the commercial 
factor. They argue that Southeast Asia’s military modernization has been driven by the supply 
side of the equation rather than by the demand side. The end of the Cold War, the 2008 global 
financial crisis, and the ensuing austerity drive across European states, together with the winding 
down of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, have all shifted the global defense market’s focus to the 
Indo-Pacific. Defense companies and arms manufacturers consequently turned to Asian 
countries, including Southeast Asian states, to temporarily cope with the reduced American and 

                                                
10 Vaishali Gauba, “Asia Defense Spending: New Arms Race in South China Sea,” CNBC News, May 21, 2015. 
11 Gauba, 2015. See also Lindsay Murdoch, “Arms Race Explodes as Neighbors Try to Counter China,” Sydney 
Morning Herald, November 19, 2012. 
12 Reuters, “New Focus on Arms Industry Expansion in Southeast Asia,” New York Times, August 12, 2014. 
13 Matthew Ribar, “Explaining Southeast Asia’s Force Buildup,” Diplomat, January 14, 2015. 
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European demand. A program of arms export deregulation also seemingly accompanied the 
market shift.14  

Southeast Asia’s defense market may not be large—around two or three billion dollars 
annually—compared with East Asia (China, Japan, and South Korea). And yet, it remains an 
attractive defense market. First, as most regional countries lack the necessary defense industrial 
capacity to produce their own sophisticated weaponry, many of them are structurally dependent 
on imported platforms and technologies.15 This dependence, seen in light of the fact that there is 
no single dominant supplier, makes the market competitive.16 Second, Southeast Asia is expected 
to be one of the world’s fastest-growing regions, with four states—Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand—expected to join the ranks of Asia’s group of nations that have a 
gross domestic product (GDP) exceeding $1 trillion by 2030.17 The expectation, therefore, is that 
fast-growing emerging markets with a less-than-well-developed defense industrial capacity—like 
Southeast Asia—offer the best opportunities to expand.18  

Taken collectively, economic growth and import dependence should create a buyer’s market 
mindset in Southeast Asia, allowing global defense companies to drive regional defense 
spending and procurement decisions. For this argument to be warranted, we should observe the 
following: (1) regional states continuing their importation of weaponry from relatively the same 
number of (foreign) supplier countries over time, even as each of their market share varies; (2) 
global defense companies continuing to push for market penetration, even if it means 
accommodating difficult offset requirements proposed by the host countries; and (3) the regional 
arms market gradually becoming more “commoditized,” where competing products (in this case, 
weaponry) are characterized by standardized, common technology or attributes, rather than by 
capability uniqueness, resulting in price-based competition. Put differently, if the market 
argument is correct, we should see a regional pattern where Southeast Asian countries decide 
their spending and procurement based on the global defense companies’ ability to offer the best 
product, for example, or simply extending their preexisting commitments.  

The  Modernization  Argument  

Rather than arguing about the nature of threats or the commercial defense market, some 
argue that Southeast Asian states simply need to replace their militaries’ aging hardware. After 

                                                
14 In the United States, the world’s largest arms exporter, oversight of arms exports has been moved from the 
Department of State to the more business-oriented Department of Commerce. See Ribar, 2015. 
15 See J. N. Mak, “The ASEAN Naval Buildup: Implications for the Regional Order,” The Pacific Review, Vol. 8, 
1995, p. 304. 
16 Richard Bitzinger, “The Global Arms Market and Commoditization,” Diplomat, June 10, 2015. 
17 IHS Markit, “Emerging Markets in Asia Pacific Offer Brightest Prospects for Global FDI, IHS Study Finds,” 
press release, April 14, 2016. 
18 Andrew Clevenger, “Emerging Markets Offer Growth Opportunities,” Defense News, August 30, 2015. 
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all, regional armed forces obtained most of their military platforms during the Cold War during 
the 1970s and 1980s, aside from perhaps Singapore, and are now in need of replacements. The 
Philippines, for instance, has awarded contracts to replace its aging UH-1 Huey helicopters with 
eight AgustaWestland-109 utility helicopters, while Vietnam is purchasing 12 Sukhoi SU-
30MK2V fighters and related equipment from Russia to augment its existing fleet of 12 Sukhoi 
SU-27s and 12 Sukhoi SU-30MKs.19 Similar patterns can be observed in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Brunei as well.  

If this argument is to have support, we should observe the following: (1) Southeast Asian 
states, by and large, focusing their spending and procurement on replacing existing platforms and 
perhaps, due to their commercial shelf life, slightly upgrading them (rather than delivering 
entirely new capabilities); (2) allocating much of the regional defense budget to replenish aging 
platforms (rather than to counter external threats or to follow the “push” by global defense 
companies). In short, the rise in defense spending as well as procurement decisions should 
largely be driven by technological requirements.  

In theory, these contending approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive. It is entirely 
plausible that for some Southeast Asian states, while “militarily balancing” against China may be 
a strategic imperative, the manner through which they could proceed may be structurally 
constrained by their import-dependent force structure as well as their aging platforms. But this is 
yet another reason why this paper focuses on regional patterns rather than on country-specific 
procurement decisions. The regional rather than state level of analysis allows us to evaluate 
which of the contending approaches better explains the military modernization processes across 
different states as an international outcome.  

The benefits of an historical and regional approach, however, also come with limitations. For 
one thing, as the defense spending and weapons import data (discussed below) cover more than 
six decades with patterns that tend to be cumulative, they gloss over many important domestic 
and regional political events. For another, the data cannot tell us why country X decided to 
procure weapon Y on a given Tuesday. In other words, the regional data will tend to dilute 
individual country nuances over defense policy. These caveats notwithstanding, the following 
empirical assessment of the force structure development and defense budgetary components 
should still help us evaluate which of the three approaches are most useful to understand the 
region. 

Southeast  Asia’s  Defense  Capability  Development:  An  Empirical  
Assessment    
Analyses of Southeast Asia’s defense capability development have invoked or utilized a few 

key variables to make their claims, including (1) overall defense budget or spending, (2) arms 

                                                
19 Dowdy et al., 2014, p. 9. 
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procurement or acquisitions, (3) naval or maritime force development, (4) arms imports and 
foreign suppliers, and (5) technological modernization or replacement. The following sections 
discuss and disaggregate each of these variables empirically. Most of the data I present here 
come from two sources: the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms 
Transfer database and IHS Jane’s individual defense budgetary profiles.20 They provide the “raw 
data” on general arms imports and spending projections for Southeast Asia, which I then 
reconfigure and analyze.  

What  Southeast  Asian  States  Spend  Their  Defense  Budgets  On  

As previously mentioned, many reports or analyses arguing for Southeast Asia’s rearmament 
cite the size of regional countries’ defense budgets as evidence. However, the defense budget 
alone is often not very useful to understanding overall defense capability development. After all, 
there is considerable variation in the rates of increase of their military spending, and this stems 
from variegated domestic, economic, bureaucratic, and historical reasons. Furthermore, defense 
budgets are never spent entirely on weaponry alone. We should therefore unpack the defense 
budget into specific types of activities to understand regional countries’ defense spending 
priorities.  

Figure 6.1 presents an overview of how seven Southeast Asian countries (Indonesia, 
Singapore, Myanmar, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines) spend their defense 
budgets. It compares four main categories of expenditure—operations and maintenance, 
personnel, research and development (R&D), and procurement—on average for the last five 
years (2012 to 2016) as well as their future projection (2017 to 2021). The data underscore that 
much of the defense budget went to routine expenditures, particularly personnel spending (from 
salaries and benefits to education and training) as well as operations and maintenance costs. All 
seven Southeast Asian countries, on average, spent approximately 78 percent of their budget 
from 2012 to 2016 on these routine expenditures (by 2021, this number will only go down to 75 
percent). Meanwhile, the portion of the budget that has gone to new capability development, as 
seen in R&D as well as in procurement, was only around 19 percent from 2012 to 2016 on 
average (projected to be 21 percent by 2021). 

The budgetary overview therefore suggests that Southeast Asian states only spend roughly 
one-fifth of their defense budgets on acquiring new warfighting capabilities, whether in terms of 
replacing aging platforms or developing indigenous defense production capabilities to reduce 
import dependence. In other words, out of a roughly $4.6 billion defense budget (over a five-year 
period between 2012 and 2016), seven Southeast Asian countries spent less than $1 billion 
dollars on procurement and R&D. By comparison, Japan spent roughly $7 billion and India spent 
$10 billion annually on average since 2014 on procurement, while South Korea might spend $10 
billion this year alone on defense modernization. 

20 SIPRI, “SIPRI Arms Transfers Database,” database, undated; IHS Jane’s, homepage, undated. 
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Furthermore, the fact that routine expenditures take up to three-quarters of the budget (mostly 
going to personnel spending) suggests that Southeast Asia either has not been or is unable to 
engage in direct tit-for-tat military balancing vis-à-vis China’s military modernization. Indeed, as 
the pattern of personnel spending size relative to the defense budget and the relative size of the 
military seem to have remained roughly the same for two or three decades,21 one could argue that 
the rise in defense budget size in recent years might be attributed to the rising cost of maintaining 
manpower rather than obtaining new technological capabilities. After all, given the historical 
prominence of the military in the political development of Southeast Asian states, personnel 
spending has a “path dependent” quality vis-à-vis the overall defense budget as previous efforts 
to cut manpower have been domestically controversial at best.  

 

                                                
21 One study in the 1980s noted that Southeast Asian nations spent most of their defense budgets on personnel costs 
as well as operations and maintenance. See Geoffrey Harris, “The Determinants of Defence Expenditure in the 
ASEAN Region,” Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 23, No. 41, 1986, pp. 41–49. 
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Figure  6.1.  Defense  Budget  Composition,  by  Expenditure  Type  (Five-Year  Average  Value  Comparison  in  $  U.S.  Millions)  

     

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  from  IHS  Jane’s  data.  
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One could argue, however, that high-level personnel spending can still be about countering 
China because it may reflect an effort to improve the overall quality and professionalization of 
the military for a possible future conflict. However, as Figure 6.2 shows, regional militaries’ 
human capital development, as measured by the amount of money spent per soldier and officer, 
remains low. Singapore, one of the smallest regional countries with one of the smallest 
militaries, outstrips others in personnel spending. Vietnam, Myanmar, and Indonesia, the three 
largest militaries, allocate the least amount of resources because their overall average wage 
levels are among the lowest in the region. This partially reflects the military’s historical 
experience of fighting internal wars and addressing domestic security concerns; these operational 
demands tend to require more manpower than high-end technological solutions. In any case, if 
high-end weaponry forms one-half of the equation of a possible military balance against China 
and high-quality skill and personnel forms the other half, there is no evidence yet for such 
directions in Southeast Asia.  

Taken collectively, the Figures 6.1 and 6.2 suggest that: (1) the defense budgets have been 
allocated—and will continue to be for the foreseeable future—for routine expenditures, primarily 
personnel spending; and (2) as far as defense capability development goes, the level of human 
capital among regional militaries remains comparatively low, further constraining the ability to 
embark on high-end technological modernization—which they can only do in limited fashion in 
the first place, given their procurement and R&D spending patterns. After all, while the 
procurement pattern has been on an upward trend (and will continue to be), as Figure 6.3 
suggests, the real value remains comparatively small; with Indonesia ($2.1 billion), Singapore 
($1.9 billion), and Vietnam ($1.2 billion) possibly leading the way by 2021. These values are 
significantly lower than what Japan, India, South Korea, and certainly China have spent or will 
spend on procurement.168 This lack of budgetary space for procurement is largely a consequence 
of the routine expenditure size discussed above, regardless of how well the economy goes for the 
top seven defense spenders in the region.  
 

                                                
168 In fact, China, South Korea, India, and Japan are the key Asian countries that will drive the lion’s share of 
defense spending, which will allow the region as a whole to account for 37 percent (or around $109 billion) of 
accessible international spending by 2024. See Sebastian Sobolev and Alexander Alden, Top Trends in Defense 
2014–2024: Regional Competitions, Economic Development Shape Global Defense Spending, AVASCENT White 
Paper, July 2014, p. 2. 
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Figure  6.2.  Manpower  Size  and  Budget  of  Selected  Southeast  Asian  States  

FIGURE  2.  Manpower  Size  and  Budget  of  Selected  Southeast  Asian  States  

 

 

  

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  IHS  Jane’s  data.  
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Figure  6.3.  Defense  Procurement  Budget  Projection  

 

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  IHS  Jane’s  data.  

While the comparative perspective suggests the unlikelihood of Southeast Asia matching 
China’s military modernization drive dollar-for-dollar, a more complicated picture emerges 
when we consider the longer historical trend. If we can assume that most of the procurement 
budget went into imported weaponry (given the low domestic production capacity), then we can 
consider how much Southeast Asia spent on foreign military technology over time. Figure 6.4 
highlights the fact that most countries’ post–Cold War procurement expenditures did not 
dramatically increase to account for the uncertainty of the post–Cold War era. On the face of it, 
even though there were serious concerns about China’s military rise and aggressive behavior in 
the South China Sea from the mid-1990s onwards (along with doubts over American 
commitments), only Malaysia, Myanmar, and Singapore spent more, on average, than in the 
post–Cold War period.  
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Figure  6.4.  Imported  Military  Technology  to  Southeast  Asia  

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  SIPRI  data.  

There are several possible interpretations of this pattern. First, the pattern may simply reflect 
the fact that the Cold War time frame (roughly 40 years) is longer than the current post–Cold 
War era (roughly 25 years). But if we were to assume that post–Cold War arms spending was 
more “independent” (i.e., free from bipolarity pressures), and that regional states were genuinely 
concerned with China, then we should expect to see a wider regional pattern of arms imports 
exceeding those of the Cold War. After all, most of the Cold War weaponry were “start-up” 
force structures.  

Second, it is possible that the post–Cold War decline reflects the rise in the cost or value of 
new military technologies (and their growing complexity, requiring a wider range of systems and 
infrastructure) as well as the competitive nature of the regional defense market. The cost of 
supporting infrastructure (e.g., training facilities, maintenance depots) may not be fully reflected 
in procurement expenditures and, because it is more complicated and expensive, most regional 
countries tend to hold off from buying “wholesale.” In other words, when the Cold War ended, 
so did the ability of regional states to import weaponry on favorable terms (e.g., through aid 
programs). But because many of them were already dependent on imported technology, they 
could only modernize their aging equipment or procure new equipment in retail. After all, they 
do not possess the budgetary flexibility to engage in sustained multiyear procurement expansion, 
except perhaps for Singapore.  

Third, realizing that a military option is not an economically viable hedge against regional 
uncertainty, especially against China’s military capability, Southeast Asian countries decided to 

Source:	  Author	  calculation	  	  
from	  SIPRI	  Database	  
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respond by investing in multilateral institutions and bilateral strategic partnerships with regional 
powers from Japan to the United States. Scholars have described these strategies of regional 
architecture-building and efforts to keep the United States engaged while ensuring other regional 
powers are involved as “omni-enmeshment” and “soft balancing.”169 There is indeed some 
empirical evidence for the growth of multilateralism and even defense regionalism in the post–
Cold War and post–Asian financial crisis periods.170 In other words, Southeast Asian states 
simply gave up on trying to militarily balance against China in the post–Cold War era and 
instead opted to focus on diplomatic engagement strategies.  

In summary, the defense budgetary patterns suggest that (1) the majority of spending has 
gone and will continue to go to routine expenditures, primarily to personnel and operations and 
maintenance; therefore, (2) there has been and will continue to be little budgetary room for high-
end imported technological procurement; yet, (3) when the procurement portion is placed in 
comparative context, Southeast Asia either has not been able to or is unable to engage in tit-for-
tat military balance vis-à-vis China’s growing military power, both in terms of technology and 
funding size; (4) when placed in historical context, Southeast Asia has not hedged against post–
Cold War uncertainty by boosting its military capability.  

These findings suggest that there is little support for the China threat argument. It appears 
that Southeast Asia (on average) has not been militarily balancing against China in a tit-for-tat 
fashion, either because it is unable to economically or because it believes that the diplomatic 
option is less costly. The exception here is perhaps Vietnam—the only regional country that 
went to war with China in recent memory—as its policymakers seem to conclude that, even on a 
small scale, Vietnam’s defense procurement needs to respond to China’s aggressive behavior in 
the South China Sea. According to a recent assessment, “[n]o country in Southeast Asia has put 
more military hardware online in the [past decade] as Vietnam. This military modernization has 
been driven almost exclusively by the threat posed by China over territory in the contested South 
China Sea.”171 

While these findings help us rule out the China threat approach for the moment, they do not 
automatically lend support to the other two approaches—modernization and market economics. 
                                                
169 See Evelyn Goh, “Great Powers and Hierarchical Order in Southeast Asia: Analyzing Regional Security 
Strategies,” International Security, Vol. 32, No. 3, 2008, pp. 113–157; Khong Yuen Foong, “Coping with Strategic 
Uncertainty: The Role of Institutions and Soft Balancing in Southeast Asia’s Post–Cold War Strategy,” in J. J. Suh, 
Peter J. Katzenstein, and Allen Carlson, eds., Rethinking Security in East Asia: Identity, Power, and Efficiency, 
Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2004, pp. 172–208. See also Moch Faisal Karim and Tanggung Chairil, 
“Waiting for Hard Balancing: Explaining Southeast Asia’s Balancing Behaviour Against China,” European Journal 
of East Asian Studies, Vol. 15, 2016, pp. 34–61; and Kai He, Institutional Balancing in the Asia Pacific: Economic 
Interdependence and China’s Rise, London: Routledge, 2009. 
170 See, for example, David Capie, “Structures, Shocks and Norm Change: Explaining the Late Rise of Asia’s 
Defence Diplomacy,” Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 35, No. 1, 2013, pp. 1–26; and Evan A. Laksmana, 
“Regional Order by Other Means? Examining the Rise of Defense Diplomacy in Southeast Asia,” Asian Security, 
Vol. 8, No. 3, 2012, pp. 251–270. 
171 Zachary Abuza and Nguyen Nhat Anh, “Vietnam’s Military Modernization,” Diplomat, October 28, 2016. 
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On the face of it, the above budgetary data suggest that both arguments could receive some 
support at the regional level. First, given the small procurement funding relative to the overall 
budget and the average age in which existing platforms came online (discussed further below), it 
is safe to infer that regional states are likely to take advantage of their improving economies to 
modernize their militaries. Second, given the lack of dramatic regional change in arms imports 
after the Cold War, it is plausible to infer that regional countries’ import dependence may limit 
their supplier options (in terms of countries or companies). Building on these preliminary 
suggestions, the next section will examine the force structure and nature of weapons imports to 
better assess the approaches. 

What  Sort  of  Military  Capability  Has  Southeast  Asia  Obtained  Thus  Far?  

Since the post–Cold War era, most of the arms imports into Southeast Asia (again, assuming 
that much of technological defense capability development has been largely imported rather than 
domestically produced),172 has gone into several key types of platforms, particularly aircraft; 
ships; sensors or command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and 
reconnaissance (C4ISR) capabilities; and missiles, as Figure 6.5 suggests. Overall, the focus 
seems to be on sensory, air, and naval capabilities. 

                                                
172 I treat this as an assumption because we do not yet have the regional fine-grain data for all countries’ entire force 
structure or Orders of Battle that include both domestically produced and imported assets or weaponry. The 
assumption is further based on the fact that—aside from Singapore, and, to a lesser extent, Malaysia and 
Indonesia—Southeast Asian countries do not have an independent, large, and sustainable defense industrial base. 
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Figure  6.5.  Type  of  Imported  Military  Technology  into  Southeast  Asia,  1991–2015  

 

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  SIPRI  database.  

When we zoom further in to the maritime domain, we see a relatively constant force structure 
of the region’s naval forces over the past decade or so for Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam, and 
Singapore, as Figure 6.6 suggests. These patterns suggest an existing structure built on surface 
combatants and amphibious assault assets. These patterns seem to persist, with a slight increase 
with Singapore, Malaysia, and Vietnam recently joining Indonesia as submarine operators (and 
with Thailand planning to do so as well). Recent procurement of new frigates and patrol ships 
further reinforces this trend of boosting naval capabilities across maritime Southeast Asia.  
 

Source:	  Author	  calculation	  	  
from	  SIPRI	  Database	  
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Figure  6.6.  Major  Naval  Platforms  of  Selected  Southeast  Asian  Countries  
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One could argue that the growing naval capability and the “combat-centric” force structure 
support the China threat approach rather than the modernization or market economics 
approaches. However, there are two other possible interpretations of the pattern that should 
caution us from fully accepting this argument. First, Southeast Asia’s force posture reflects 
concerns over a wide range of maritime challenges, from maritime disputes and territorial 
incursions to countering piracy, trafficking, and illegal fishing. The posture can thus been 
described as “uncertainty-based” rather than “threat-based.”173 Furthermore, Southeast Asian 
states have traditionally been “imitative” in their acquisitions—requiring similar capabilities as 
their neighbors in terms of surveillance, warning, and intelligence, as well as maritime strike 
capabilities and rapid-reaction forces.174 

Second, when we consider the region’s complex strategic environment and the organizational 
history of the region’s maritime security governance—mainly where navies compete with 
maritime law enforcement agencies—it is not surprising that naval assets, even frigates, are 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. In other words, 
inferring operational demands and use 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 against China. 

Aside from these operational demands, we should also evaluate the extent to which the 
procurement budget has been designed for or aimed at modernizing military assets. Assuming 
that most of Southeast Asia’s weaponry is imported rather than domestically built, we could 
reasonably focus on the age of imported military technology as a measure of the overall age of 
existing platforms. Figure 6.7 shows the average age of all imported military technology into 
Southeast Asia as of 2016. Vietnam, Laos, and the Philippines appear to have the oldest 
weaponry (more than 35 years old, on average). Most platforms typically have a life cycle of 
around 20 to 25 years after production and delivery (depending on a wide range of variables, 
from usage rate to supplier availability).175 The life cycle of aircraft and avionics, for example, is 
typically around 20 years.176  

                                                
173 Mak, 1995, p. 304. 
174 Sheldon Simon, “The Limits of Defense Cooperation in Southeast Asia,” Journal of Asian and African 
Studies, Vol. 33, No. 1, 1998, p. 66. 
175 Simon, 1998, p. 66. 
176 See, for example, Chris Wilkinson, Obsolescence and Life Cycle Management for Avionics, New Jersey: 
William J. Hughes Technical Center, Aviation Research Division, Federal Aviation Administration, November 
2015, p. 11. 
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Figure  6.7.  Average  Age  of  Weapons  Imported  into  Southeast  Asia  

 

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  SIPRI  database.  

It should be noted, however, that there is a wide diversity in the imported military technology 
data. Figure 6.7 is based on over 2,500 items (which can be categorized into more than two 
dozen platforms, from aircraft to engines), imported at different times between 1950 and 2016; 
the figure calculates the average age of every imported item from its year of order to the end of 
2015. The figure nonetheless gives us some sense of the state of imported military technology 
and platforms in the region and how long they have been around. However, some countries, like 
Indonesia, may have “younger” platforms but have more-urgent operational demands pushing 
them to modernize their aging platforms more quickly. Vietnam perhaps exemplifies both the 
need and the urgency to modernize as soon as possible. Taken collectively, therefore, there 
seems to be some support for the modernization argument at the regional level, despite variation 
in how fast and how much they can do, given day-to-day operational challenges and budgetary 
constraints.  

Southeast Asian states also face a path-dependent problem: namely, the highly diverse set of 
weapons suppliers. Diversity matters because the number of suppliers is associated with the costs 
pertaining to platform interoperability; education and training; and maintenance, repair, and 
overhaul systems. In turn, the size of the operational and maintenance cost (and personnel to 
some extent) relative to the overall defense budget discussed in the previous section will likely 

Source:  SIPRI  Database  
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persist, if not increase, further reducing procurement or R&D funding. These problems are path-
dependent because of the initial start-up cost when countries first imported platforms and 
weapon systems requiring an expensive and often sprawling supporting system. The sunk cost 
borne in doing so often means that there is little incentive to drastically change suppliers—at 
least for such complex systems as fighter aircraft or frigates—because they would have to 
consider changing the supporting infrastructure as well.  

Therefore, contrary to the official rhetoric calling for defense autarky, or reducing 
dependence by increasing the number of foreign suppliers, the fact of the matter is that the 
number of suppliers for each Southeast Asian state has been almost constant since the 1950s. In 
other words, the number of foreign suppliers providing arms has remained the same for decades, 
regardless of the Cold War context, as Figure 6.8 demonstrates for Indonesia. In total, there have 
been 55 different weapons suppliers for ten Southeast Asian states between 1950 and 2015. The 
supplier diversity, however—on average, each country has 19 different suppliers, ranging from 
nine in Laos to 32 in Indonesia—has not changed much. One interpretation is that the Cold War 
bipolarity context into which Southeast Asian states were born “locked in” the different suppliers 
and made it harder over time to switch, due to budgetary constraints, sunk cost, and import 
dependence.  

Figure  6.8.  Indonesia’s  Major  Military  Platforms  Older  than  60  Years  (Average  per  Platform  from  
1950–2015)  

 

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  SIPRI  database.  

Source:  SIPRI  Database  
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Figure 6.8 suggests low diversity over time in weapons suppliers in terms of the number and 
identity of the countries. This, perhaps, is why several countries dominated the Southeast Asian 
market over time, even if individual countries add one or two new suppliers (for a few 
platforms), or even if each country’s market share fluctuates over time. Of this number, as Figure 
6.9 suggests, the United States far outstripped any other supplier in terms of value of imports, 
although China and Russia combined would overtake this position. But when we consider who 
comes after China and Russia, the region seems to be dominated by Western (European) 
suppliers.  

Figure  6.9.  Top  Weapon  Exporters  to  Southeast  Asia,  1950–2015  

SOURCE:  Author  calculation  based  on  SIPRI  database.  

Digging a little deeper, we can see that, despite the relatively constant number of foreign 
suppliers, their individual market share within Southeast Asian countries fluctuates. This 
variation is more visible when we compare the Cold War and post–Cold War eras, as Figure 6.10 
demonstrates. When analysts talk about supplier diversity in arms import into Southeast Asia, 
therefore, they need to distinguish between the number and identity of suppliers with their 
respective market shares. For now, the patterns in Figures 6.9 and 6.10 suggest that there is high 
diversity in terms of each foreign supplier’s market share but low diversity in terms of how many 
of them are exporting the items. This persistence is arguably expected, given that most 
replacements of aging military technology will be easier or more affordable when they come 
from the original supplier. This is especially the case when we consider the fact that Southeast 
Asian states do not have expansive procurement or R&D budgets. That being said, Figures 6.9 

Source:  SIPRI  Database  
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and 6.10 also suggest that the structure of foreign domination is not evenly spread across 
Southeast Asia.  
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Figure  6.10.  Top  Military  Weapon  Exporters  per  Country  in  Southeast  Asia,  1950–1990  
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As far as supplier countries go, Russia and China, for example, are primary suppliers in a few 
countries, like Vietnam, where Russia has about 90 percent of the market share. Meanwhile, the 
United States seems to control most of the market share in the Philippines and Singapore—
despite a drop from around 83 to 56 percent and from 62 to 56 percent, respectively, during the 
post–Cold War era. European suppliers seem to dominate the region outside of Vietnam, but in 
smaller shares or market values. Taken collectively, the pattern is clear: There is indeed a 
variation in terms of each foreign supplier’s market share within individual Southeast Asian 
states, especially from the Cold War era to the post–Cold War era. The market share variation 
without the significant addition of new suppliers further suggests that when Southeast Asian 
states publicly justify their arms imports in defense autarky terms, they simply mean reducing 
the market of one existing supplier and increasing the share of another existing supplier—not 
adding new ones.  

Taken collectively, the patterns suggest that Southeast Asian states have focused on 
modernizing their aging platforms, especially those pertaining to naval, air, and sensory or 
C4ISR capabilities, to better meet their day-to-day operational demands. However, the nature of 
supplier diversity has largely persisted over time. While there are some changes to the market 
size of different suppliers in different countries, the total number of weapons suppliers in 
Southeast Asia is almost unchanged from the 1950s. These findings seem to provide little 
support for the China threat argument as a driving force for how regional states develop their 
capabilities or import their weaponry. They also suggest more support for the market economics 
and technological modernization approaches, as the data on platform age, import dependence, 
and diversity suggest. 

Conclusions  and  Broader  Policy  Implications  
The preceding sections offer several findings. First, Southeast Asia has been spending its 

defense budget on routine expenditures, especially personnel, rather than on new capability 
development (as the procurement and R&D figures show). While there is merit in arguments 
claiming that Southeast Asia as a whole is acquiring new warfighting capabilities, especially in 
the maritime domain, the scale of such activities is very limited and applies only to a small 
number of countries, like Singapore and Vietnam. Furthermore, within the small portion of 
procurement, it is unlikely that regional states will be able to spend enough to match China’s 
military modernization drive.  

Second, as the budget space for capital expenditures, especially procurement, remains 
historically and comparatively low, Southeast Asian states have relied and will continue to rely 
on the same set of foreign suppliers for their imported arms and weapons systems. While each of 
these respective suppliers’ market share varies over time, the inability of regional defense 
industrial bases—perhaps apart from Singapore—to provide the next generation of complex 
arms and systems means that the region’s structural import dependence will persist. This trend is 
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reinforced by the increasing need of regional states to replace their aging platforms quicker than 
before to meet pressing day-to-day operational demands.  

These findings, while limited in nature due to data availability, provide us with broader 
conclusions about the nature of Southeast Asia’s defense capability development. First, as far as 
the strength of the contending approaches goes, there appears to be little support for the China 
threat argument at the regional level. In fact, while the data show that regional defense spending 
has increased in the past decade, the budget structure suggests that the rise may be driven by the 
rising cost of personnel spending. There is no indication that budget size is directly related to 
China’s own rise in defense spending. Regional countries also do not appear to historically tailor 
their entire procurement plans or warfighting strategies to respond to China, perhaps except for 
Vietnam. Furthermore, many countries still import their weaponry from China, the region’s 
third-largest supplier.  

While there are hardly any public documents or statements made by regional states naming 
China as a “direct threat,” analysts and policymakers are indeed concerned and argue that some 
of their arms purchases may be directed at China. But, as we can see, the size of states’ 
procurement budgets and their import dependence means that those arguments may just be 
rhetoric. After all, analysts have pointed out that in some cases, like Indonesia, defense 
policymakers and military officers may express concern over China to take advantage of the 
public outcry over the South China Sea to push forward preexisting plans and fend off domestic 
critics of arms procurement.177 Behind closed doors, it is hard to believe that defense 
policymakers in Southeast Asia genuinely consider the region capable to militarily balance China 
in a tit-for-tat fashion. At best, as Vietnam’s modernization plans seem to suggest (and what 
Singapore might have planned for in the past), some countries are willing to engage in buildup 
sufficient to inflict substantial cost should China decide to escalate its aggressive behavior.  

This is not to say that the region is not concerned with China’s aggressive behavior. It simply 
shows that, at the regional level, the concern has not been translated into a military response—or 
“internal balancing.” Military assistance programs from the United States and other regional 
powers may be presented as additional help to “counter China,” but there is no solid evidence to 
suggest that these programs are sufficient to allow Southeast Asian states to go toe to toe with 
China. Indeed, aside from continuing economic engagement—some say to the point of allowing 
Beijing to raise its stakes in the region’s welfare—Southeast Asian states still prefer to deal with 
China through diplomacy, whether multilaterally through the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) or bilaterally through strategic partnerships with a wider set of regional 
powers. Taken collectively, nonetheless, when we consider military modernization or arms 
sprees at the regional level as outcomes, it appears that, on average—beyond one or two 
countries—there is little support for the China threat approach.  

                                                
177 Evan A. Laksmana, “Is Indonesia ‘Militarizing’ the South China Sea?” Jakarta Post, July 11, 2016. 
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There appears to be some preliminary support for the military modernization and market 
dependence approaches, at least as seen through technological force structure and imported 
weaponry. In the future, fine-grain data on defense companies’ market shares (not just their 
corporate flag country) and data comparing modernization projects (imported or domestically 
sourced) with new capability developments might allow us to better evaluate these two 
approaches.  

For now, regional states have indeed continued to import their weaponry from almost the 
same number of foreign suppliers, despite the variation in their respective market shares over 
time. Recent examples of global defense companies willing to bend over backward to 
accommodate regional countries’ offset requirements also suggest a push by defense companies 
into the region.178 The commoditization of the defense market is harder to assess, however, 
without fine-grain data comparing the values of similar procurement projects across the region 
over time. Furthermore, the existing data also lend stronger support to the modernization 
approach. The nature of operational demands, the average number of weapon platforms by 2016 
across the region, and the allocation of existing procurement budgets to replace aging platforms 
all suggest support for the modernization approach.  

Finally, while the regional approach provides us an outcomes-based approach, future studies 
examining procurement decisions over time within one or two Southeast Asian countries can 
further improve our assessment. In particular, there are several competing models within a broad 
“domestic politics” argument for explaining military procurement decisionmaking, ranging 
among the role of elites, corruption, economic development, and state actors’ perceptions.179 One 
study examining the wider East Asian region, for example, found that economic and bureaucratic 
budgetary factors are better predictors of regional states’ defense policy decisionmaking.180 
Others focus on civil-military relations and the role of the military, taking note of how much a 
country spends on defense and its relationship to the military’s position in domestic politics.181  

On the economic side, analysts have argued the importance of economic growth and 
development. One regional scholar, for example, argues that Southeast Asian military spending 
is about the region’s rapid economic growth and the ability to deploy newfound wealth to 

                                                
178 For the business and market perspectives, see, for example, Dowdy et al., 2014; and Deloitte Consulting, Asia-
Pacific Defense Outlook 2015: Tension, Collaboration, Convergence, 2015. For a longer assessment of the offset 
policies and Southeast Asia’s overall defense capability development, see Richard Bitzinger, Arming Asia: 
Technonationalism and Its Impact on Local Defense Industries, London: Routledge, 2017; and Kogi 
Balakrishnan and Ron Matthews, “The Role of Offsets in Malaysian Defence Industrialisation,” Defence and Peace 
Economics, Vol. 20, No. 4, 2009, pp. 341–358. 
179 See Mohammed Hafiizh Pg Hashim, “An Arms Race in Southeast Asia: The Claims and Realities,” Kyoto 
Review of Southeast Asia, Vol. 19, July 2016, p. 19. 
180 Chien-pin Li, “Fear, Greed, or Garage Sale? The Analysis of Military Expenditure in East Asia,” Pacific Review, 
Vol. 10, No. 2, 1997, pp. 274–288. 
181 Shamil Shams, “SIPRI: Southeast Asia’s Defense Build-Up Is a Balancing Act,” Deutsche Welle, August 19, 
2014. 
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address a wide range of external and internal security concerns.182 The flip side of the economic 
argument is the nature of profits to be made in defense spending. As they are among the most 
lucrative and nontransparent types of public-sector spending, arms expenditures do not get the 
necessary public oversight. Defense spending, the argument goes, has been driven by private 
lobbying and patronage networks.183 Indeed, there have been numerous scandals among 
Southeast Asian countries involving arms deals, from Malaysia to Indonesia, Cambodia, and 
even Singapore.184 Studies have also noted the correlations between military corruption, 
subsidized defense industries, and military involvement in politics with defense budgetary boosts 
as the main domestic elements driving up the budgets.185  

These different domestic political arguments have yet to be rigorously developed and tested 
on a single country over time. Yet, explaining an individual country’s specific decisionmaking 
process over some military acquisition projects is a useful analytical complement to the regional 
overview I have presented in this paper. In any case, the historical and comparative perspective 
provided here should encourage us to be more circumspect in explaining why and how the region 
is rearming. Rather than acceptance of conventional wisdom, careful analyses would be more 
useful as a foundation for policy recommendations pertaining to Asia-Pacific security and the 
future of America’s role in the region.  

First, rather than focusing on providing military hardware in small quantities as an effort to 
explicitly counter China, Washington should focus on deepening its political investment in the 
region’s multilateral institutions, especially those that are ASEAN-driven, such as the East Asia 
Summit or the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus. Now that the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
is defunct under Trump, the United States should consider new strategies to develop favorable 
bilateral trade agreements and regional economic architecture-building. The need for economic 
engagement is increasingly urgent, given China’s regional inroads in this area with its trade and 
investment promises and numerous infrastructure projects under the One Belt One Road 
framework.  

Second, if Washington insists on boosting military assistance, it should not focus on 
hardware alone—which will never be sufficient to change the calculus among regional 
policymakers to militarily balance China anyway. It should invest instead in improving the 
professional development of the officer corps across the region—i.e., boosting regional 

                                                
182 Cited in “Taking Arms,” The Economist, February 27, 2016. 
183 See Bridget Welsh, “A Wrong Turn in ASEAN’s Arms Race,” Edge Review, March 22, 2015. 
184 Many Southeast Asian countries score low in Transparency International’s Government Defence Anti-
Corruption Index. Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines are categorized as countries with “moderate risk” for 
corruption, while Thailand is a “high risk” country. See Transparency International, “Government Defence Anti-
Corruption Index,” homepage, undated. 
185 See, for example, Chien-pin Li, 1997; and Muhammad Tariq Majeed and Ronald MacDonald, “Corruption and 
the Military in Politics: Theory and Evidence from Around the World,” Scottish Institute for Research in Economics 
Discussion Paper, 2010. 
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militaries’ human capital. After all, personnel quality, along with organizational infrastructure, is 
essential to the generation of effective military power.186 Additionally, Washington should 
consider policies to improve regional defense industrial bases—if not bilaterally, then perhaps 
regionally, through collaboration with such allies as Australia, Japan, and South Korea.  

186 See, for example, Michael C. Desch, Power and Military Effectiveness: The Fallacy of Democratic 
Triumphalism, Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008; and Leo J. Blanken, Hy Rothstein, and Jason 
J. Lepore, eds., Assessing War: The Challenge of Measuring Success and Failure, Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2015. 
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