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Indonesia is in denial over China's maritime grey zone tactics

While Indonesia is technically not a South China | QECeeoMAyI N e

Sea disputant state, it has been subjected to
Beijing’s incursions into its exclusive economic
zone. Indonesian leaders need to do more to
counter the escalating challenge from China.

Evan A. Laksmana

In the disputed South China Sea,
Indonesiais not as strategically
unique as its policymakers believe.
While Indonesiais nota claimant
state inthe dispute, China has
been treating Jakarta much like its
neighbours with claimsin the area.
Beijing hasapplied grey zone
tactics togradually change the
strategic equationat seaand
beyond without provoking an
outright violent war.

Thisis most visible in the North
Natuna Sea - Indonesia’s exclusive
economic zone (EEZ) closestto the
South China Sea — where China has
been mobilising its fishing vessels
accompanied by its coast guard
and maritime militia inrecent
years. The most publicincidentsin
the area with the Indonesian
authorities occurred from
December 2019 to January last
year, in which nearly 60 vessels
crossedinto Indonesia’s EEZ.

Conversations with maritime
law enforcement officials,
however, suggest that China’s

: incursions have never truly

: stopped; they have only become

: lesspublicised. Some even argue

¢ that theseincursionsare “almost

: seasonal” every several months or
¢ so.Butrecently, Chinahasupped

: theante beyondillegal,

: unreportedandunregulated (IUU)
: fishingactivities.

A Chinese survey vessel spent

: sevenweeks from August to

: October conducting intensive
: seabed mappinginside Indonesia’s :
: EEZ south ofthe Harbour Energy
¢ Tuna Block concession. Jakartahas :
: keptrelatively mum, even though
¢ up tonine Indonesian Navy and

: Coast Guard (Bakamla) patrol craft
: were standing by and observing

: withapparent ordersnot to

¢ intervene.Arecent report

: suggests that China has effectively
: crossed Indonesia’s “redline” by

: actually demanding Indonesia

¢ stopitsdrilling activities in the

: area.

It should be clear by now that

: Indonesia has been subjected to

: China’s maritime grey zone tactics
: notsodifferent from Vietnam,

: Malaysia or the Philippines. But

: Indonesian policymakers insist

thatthe countryisnotin the same

: claimants. After all, Jakarta does

: notstakeaclaimin the disputes. It
: hasastrong bilateralrelationship

: with China, and ajustified position
: under internationallaw, which

: allows for private yet stern

: protestswith Beijing.

But Chinabelieves it has

: “overlapping maritime rights”

: withIndonesiaasper its

: interpretation of the “informal

! understanding” agreedtointhe

: 1990s. China’sbehaviourisalso

¢ lessabout “legal disputes” per se,

: andmore abouta gradual strategic :
: pushto get]Jakartatoinadvertently :
: orimplicitlyacknowledge China’s
: rights by, forexample, entering

: into bilateral talks about maritime
: rights. That Indonesia hasnot

: pushedbackpublicly and

strategically has emboldened

¢ China’s salami-slicing tactics in the

North Natuna Sea, from IUU

: fishing to challenging Indonesia’s
: hydrocarbonrights.

: JAKARTA'S WEAK RESPONSE

i For the time being, Indonesia is
: unprepared to counter China’s
! maritime grey zone strategy.

First, Indonesian policymakers

i stillbelieve the incursions

: constitute ashort-term,

: operationallaw enforcement

: problem limited to IUU fishing,

: rather thanawider strategic

¢ gambit by China tosecure the

: South China Sea. As such, thereis
! nobroader intent tointegrate a

: broaderrange of instruments —

: diplomatic, military, economic,

: political - to counter China’s grey
: zone strategy.

Even within the limited battle,

: Indonesia’s maritime security

i actors - the Navy, Bakamla, and

: thefisheries ministry — remain

: woefullyunder-preparedand

! under-resourced to safeguard and
: patrolIndonesia’s vast EEZ

: effectively. The absence of ajoint

: operationalmaritime commandor :
: anational security council to

! integrate strategic maritime

¢ security policies further

: exacerbates this fractured system.

Second, Indonesia continues to

: believe its existing policy

: responsesto China’s incursions

: aresufficient. These include the

: “strong performance” of military
: assetdeployments along with the
: occasional presidential visits, the
: deployment of large fishing vessels :
: fromJavato the Natunas, andthe :
: boosting of coastal economic

: projectsand development. These

: areinaddition to the regular

: diplomatic protest notes and notes
: verbale submitted by the foreign

! ministry.

But these actions have not

: changed Beijing’s calculus or

: behaviour in the North Natuna

: Sea.Theywere designed to defuse
: existing crises, rather thanprevent :
: onefromrecurring. These policies
: were appealing toa domestic

: audience easily swayed by hollow
: displays of “sovereignty

: assertions”. Even though Harbour
: Energyandits Russian partner

: have successfully completed their

: appraisal drilling at the Tuna

: Block, the fact that China was

: willing to escalate its challenge

: over Indonesia’s EEZ rightsis

: further proofthat existing policies
: are simply not working or woefully
: inadequate.

Finally, Indonesia continues to

try to “compartmentalise” the
: problem - separating its bilateral
: tieswith China fromthe North

Natuna Seaissue, the South China

: Seadisputes, and great power
: politics. This approach seems
! reasonable given the complexity of :
: eachand that Chinais the most

: domestically polarising foreign

: policyissue today. But the Widodo
! administration has been

: particularly vulnerable to

: domestic attacks overits close

: economic ties with China.

: NEW TOOLKITS NEEDED

: Indonesian elitesarealso

¢ increasingly dependent on,and

: vulnerable to, private benefitsand
: publicgoods that China hasbeen

: providing, especially during the

: pandemicera. But the more they

: worry about public scrutiny over

: dealings with China, the less

. transparent strategic

: policymakers have become.

Therein lies the nub of the

: problem: China’sgrey zone

: strategyissucceeding when there
: isalackoftransparency. Even

: more sowhen policymakers seem
: unable to provide arange of

¢ options beyond “knuckling under
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. quietly” or “going to war over fish”
: against China.

The upshot is that Indonesia is in

: denialabout China’s maritime grey
: zone strategy. Evenifitisnot, it

¢ lacksthe capabilities and strategic
: optionsto effectively counter it if

¢ itwants to. Indonesianeedsa

: broader strategy to dealwith

: China beyond defusing fishing

: crises.

It needs to find ways to confront

and manage China as the country’s
: tougheststrategic challenge,
¢ including developing new foreign

policy tool kits beyond Asean. In

: the North Natuna Sea, Jakarta

: should develop new mini-lateral

: securityarrangements with

: Vietnam and Malaysia, for

: example. More broadly, Indonesia
: couldalso elevate its nascent

: trilateral partnership with India

! and Australia.

Either way, Indonesia needs to

: overhaulits siloed strategic

: policymaking systemand

: fractured maritime governance

: architecture. Policymakers must
: stopwishing the problems with

: Chinawillgo away quietly.
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