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Donald Trump expressed his interest in reinforcing the American presence in 
the South China Sea already during the electoral campaign, by justifying to 
Japan and South Korea that the US shall manage their own defense 

mechanisms against China and North Korea’s ‘belligerent approach’. 

However, after becoming President, his tone has changed visibly. He 
proclaimed that America is prepared to move along with Japan and South 
Korea, and that the US has been collaborating with India on redesigning the 
Chinese centric Asian Security structure for some time. The emerging 
synergy between India and America in the South China Sea is a new twist in 
world politics. At the backdrop of this monumental change, China is 
considering to rebalance its volatile terms with its South East Asian 
neighbours. A few days ago, Vietnam — a major claimant within the South 
China Sea — was roped by China to reinitiate friendly ties, the consequence 
of which was the recent visit of Vietnam Communist Party General Secretary 

to China. It is now becoming evident that China is willing to subsume its ‘old 

dictatorial South China Sea approach’ towards its neighbours.  
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Chinese President has stressed that both sides aim to increase communication and consolidate mutual 
trust in order to implement a solid political foundations for settlement of disputes and strengthen 
cooperation on maritime explorations. In other words, the two countries should continue to enhance 
mutual trusts, properly manage and control disputes and help push the China-Vietnam all round 
strategic cooperative partnership to a new level. Vietnam, besides the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei 
and Taiwan, contest against the China’s claims over almost all of the South China Sea. Vietnam that 
has the world’s fourteenth largest population and the thirteenth largest army, abuts the South China 
Sea near the Chinese borders. 

Why Do India-Vietnam Relations Threaten China? 

The South China Sea is home to some of the world’s most well-travelled shipping lanes as well as 
potentially rich hydrocarbon deposits, and represents one of the world’s most strategically significant 
waterways. The competing Chinese, Vietnamese, and other nations’ territorial claims in the region 
have resulted in the creation of the greatest source of instability in South East Asia. 2016 has been an 
important year in the context of India-Vietnam relations, characterised by several high level bilateral 
visits. The Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi paid visit to Vietnam in September 2016, preceded 
by a visit of the Indian Minister of Defence Manohar Parrikar in June 2016. India plans to sell Akash 
surface-to-air missile system to Hanoi. Another missile named Brahmos was constructed under India-
Russia joint venture and is being decided to patrol Vietnam’s sea lanes. In addition, Vietnam has 
allowed India to activate its new satellite monitoring stations at Ho Chi Minh City in Southern 
Vietnam. This will strengthen India’s position in South East Asia, helping the countries of the region. 
The Akash surface-to-air missile has a 25 km range capable of targeting airborne vehicles from drones 
to helicopters. 

Both India and Vietnam share strategic concerns over China’s activities and wish to see resolutions to 
the South China Sea sovereignty disputes as soon as possible. China’s increasing ‘belligerent 
approach’ and assertiveness on regional issues is also driving smaller states to reach an understanding 
on how to cope with China’s issues. India has committed to help train Vietnam fighter pilots on 
Russian made Sukhoi-SU-30 jets and submarines. Vietnam is an important and keen arms customer 
and, according to the Stockholm international peace research institute, Vietnam was the world's eighth 
largest weapons importer from 2011 to 2015. The Akash Missile system sale may open new ways for 
greater Indian access to Cam Ranh Bay.  

India’s Look Act Policy and Modi’s Vision 

During a visit from Vietnam’s then-Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung in 2014, Modi said: “Our 
defence cooperation with Vietnam is among our most important ones.” India’s arms sales to Vietnam 
are part of its ‘look east’ policy. As members of the East Asia Summit and the Mekong Ganga 
Cooperation, both India and Vietnam could seek to use this platform to promote solidarity among the 
Southeast Asian nations, India to counter the rising militarisation of China in the region. 

With respect to trade and investment, Vietnam secured ‘most favoured nations’ status from India way 
back in 1975 and India at present ranks among top ten trading partners of Vietnam. Bilateral trade has 
sharply increased from 1.5 billion dollars in 2008 to 5.18 billion in 2015. Moreover, the shared 
membership status in various multilateral forums, such as the United Nations Mekong Ganga 
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Cooperation, World Trade Organisation, East Asia Summit, and Asia Europe Meeting will target 
China.  

India has already offered military support to Vietnam which is a direct and important claimant in the 
South China Sea. India has also offered a hand on modernising and upgrading their military 
equipment along with training the Vietnamese submarines. India can be seen as an emerging and 
significant military partner in East Asia, especially for the countries that are in dispute with China. 
The South China Sea dispute can be also viewed as an important opportunity for India to improve 
relations with its East Asian neighbours.  

Changing the US-India joint ventures in South China Sea 

Vietnam’s relations with the United States have witnessed a remarkable turnaround. More recently in 
2016, former President of the US Barack Obama visited Vietnam and lifted the arms embargo, 
enabling Vietnam to purchase military equipment such as drones, radars, and P-3 Orion surveillances. 
India could do the same in East Asia. Plus, if China can have a strategic partnership with Pakistan, 
ignoring Indian concerns, India will most likely continue to develop robust ties with states like 
Vietnam on China’s periphery without giving China a veto on such relationships. Hanoi is gradually 
becoming the lynchpin of this eastward move by New Delhi. The US has certain vested interests and 
aims to have a leading role in the South China Sea by trying to build up new alliances in South East 
Asia and reinforce multiculturalism. Obviously, the US is keen to expand its economic clout in the 
region with the help of several international organisations.  

For much of the four decades since 1973, when the last US combat personnel was withdrawn from 
Vietnam, relations between the United States and Vietnam have been limited and Hanoi was firmly 
aligned with Moscow. In addition, Vietnamese perception has changed over the years primarily due to 
the fact that 70 percent of the Vietnamese population was born after 1974. The US is viewed as a new 
source of foreign direct investment in Vietnam. India can play a crucial role in the US rebalancing 
Asian theory. The US has been significantly looking up to its economically growing, nuclear India as 
a counter to Chinese hegemony in the region. India along with the US could help the regional states in 
Vietnam to develop their potential capabilities. India could be an important strategic partner in 
counter-balancing China’s growing offensive role in the region.  

Growing Anti-China Feelings in Vietnam 

Vietnam was a subject to Chinese suzerainty spanning nearly 900 years. More recently Sino-
Vietnamese relations in the second half of the 20th century were also turbulent, vacillating from a state 
of alliance and assistance to one of hostility and confrontation. Tensions escalated throughout the late 
1970s, culminating in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) attack on Vietnam’s northernmost 
provinces. The two actors also clashed over several disputed islands in the South China Sea starting in 
1974 when China seized the Paracel Islands from South Vietnam during the latter stages of Vietnam’s 
war.  

Both China and Vietnam are among the six nations with overlapping territorial claims in the South 
China Sea. The People’s Republic of China claims sovereignty over the entire South China Sea, 
including the Spratly, Paracel and Pratas islands, Macclesfield Bank, and much of the Gulf of Tonkin. 
The Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei also claim certain areas in the South China Sea and contribute 
to exploitation of natural resources, fishing rights, and military patrols. China has garrisoned military 
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personnel on Woody Island in the Paracel Islands and now advocates for the bilateral approach, 
whereas Vietnam promotes the need for a multilateral approach. Concerns over China’s claims in the 
South China Sea and its insensitivity over the Mekong dams in combination with the growth of the 
Vietnamese economy, have given rise to both nationalism and anti-China sentiment in Vietnam. This 
situation, however, cannot be overcome by China alone because the essence of the Vietnamese 
nationalism lies mostly in the anti-China feelings. Even if the Communist regime of Vietnam tries to 
enhance its relations with China, the consequences of it would intensify the internal problems of the 
country even more. 

Conclusion 

The trade between India and Vietnam is estimated to be 8 billion dollars and 15 billion targeted by 
2020, whereas Sino-Vietnam trade has already reached 95.82 billion dollars in 2015. The bilateral 
trade between China and ASEAN have reached 472 billion dollars in 2015, which is over six times 
than that of India’s trade with ASEAN. The Chinese presence in the region is wide and deep. India and 
the US joint ventures need to work out a long term strategy which must not be limited to military and 
strategic; it has to scale up economic ties as well. It must succeed to dismantle excessive dependence 
on China, especially sourcing raw materials. 

According to Murray Hiebert, deputy director of the Southeast Asia Programme at the Centre for 
strategic and international studies in Washington, “Vietnam knows it can never stand up to China, but 
it can move and inflict more damage to China if India-US supports are there.” That is why China is 
nervous about India’s interventions in Vietnam, the result of which has been the recent Chinese 
rapprochement with Vietnam. 
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