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STRENGTHENING MARITIME DIPLOMACY AND

REGIONAL RESILIENCE IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

Pahala Nugraha Mansury
Kementerian Luar Negeri Republik Indonesia, Jakarta, Indonesia

Opening Speech

Geomaritime resilience is important in ensuring global peace,
stability, and economic development (1). Maritime disruptions, for
example those in the Red Sea in early 2025, have demonstrated
how regional instability can reverberate across global trade
networks (2). These developments highlight the Indo-Pacific’s
strategic significance, particularly the maritime domain that spans
from the eastern Indian Ocean to the western Pacific. Over 30
million barrels of crude oil pass through this region annually, which
also facilitates approximately 40% of global exports. However,
alongside the economic importance, the Indo-Pacific, especially
the South China Sea, has become a focal point of geopolitical
tensions, as shown in figure 1 (3).

POTENTIALS CHALLENGES
i i Overlapping Claims
01 Strategic Location 01 pPping
Most important waterways in the world: one Countries in the region have overlapping claims
third of global maritime traffic. over the area.
02 Natural Resources 02 Maritime-related Crimes
* 12% of the world's total fish catch. Increasing crimes: IUU fishing, drug & people
* Estimated 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 smuggling, illegal migration, piracy & armed
trillion cubic feet of natural gas. robbery.
03 Biodiversity 03 Environmental Degradation
Over 6,500 marine species: Over exploitation of resources & impacts of
* 22% of the world's fish species. climate change.
* One third of global coral species.

Figure 1. Risk Mapping Framework
Source: Mansury (2024)

The South China Sea serves as a vital conduit for
international trade, accommodating roughly one-third of global
maritime traffic (4,5). This region connects key economies across
Asia, Europe, Africa, and the Americas (3). It is rich in resources,
hosting 12% of the world’s total fish catch, an estimated 11 billion
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barrels of oil and gas, and around 190 trillion cubic feet of natural
gas. The sea also supports a vibrant marine ecosystem,
encompasing 6,500 marine species, 22% of global fish species,
and a third of the world’s coral species. Proper governance and
cooperation could transform the South China Sea into a driver of
sustainable development and regional prosperity (6). However,
various persistent challenges hinder this potential, for example
overlapping territorial claims, maritime crime, and environmental
degradation (3).

Territorial disputes remain a core issue, with competing
claims from China, Brunei, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia
(7). These tensions have resulted in frequent incidents, for
example the skirmishes observed in August 2025. Intensifying
military activities further complicate the regional security
landscape, as the United States and China continue to accuse
each other of heightening military presence in contested waters.
These dynamics elevate the risk of conflict, making the South
China Sea a potential flashpoint for broader geopolitical
confrontation (8).

Transnational maritime crime poses another urgent threat to
regional stability. lllegal, unreported, and unregulated (1UU) fishing
has surged in recent years, alongside human trafficking,
smuggling, and piracy (9,10). Notably, since the 1990s, nearly half
of all global piracy incidents have occurred in the South China Sea.
Resolving these issues demands collaborative frameworks and
joint operational efforts among the littoral states.

Environmental degradation further undermines the region’s
long-term viability (11). Over half of the world’s fishing vessels
operate in the South China Sea, contributing to a precipitous
decline in fish stocks, by 70% to 95% since the 1950s. Marine
ecosystems continue to suffer from oil and gas exploration
activities, while climate change exacerbates the degradation
through rising sea temperatures, coral bleaching, and increased
frequency of extreme weather events.

Resolving these complex challenges requires a multifaceted
strategy centred on cooperation, legal adherence, and
sustainability (1). Strengthening regional cooperation and building
inclusive maritime governance architecture remain foundational.
The cooperation can prevent conflict and mitigate economic risks
that affect not only Southeast Asia but also wider global interests.
ASEAN have big contribution in this effort, offering a central and
inclusive framework through mechanisms for example the ASEAN
Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus, ASEAN Plus Three, and the
ASEAN Regional Forum. These platforms support dialogue and
conflict prevention in a highly contested maritime space.

Respect for international law, especially the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), serves as a legal
cornerstone for dispute resolution (12). Although Indonesia is not
a direct claimant in the South China Sea, it has consistently
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advocated for resolving disputes through legal mechanisms in line
with UNCLOS. ASEAN and Indonesia have worked to promote
peaceful conduct, notably through the Declaration on the Conduct
of Parties in the South China Sea (13). Progress during
Indonesia’s 2023 ASEAN chairmanship, for example steps toward
a Code of Conduct with China, demonstrates the importance of
sustained diplomatic engagement.

Beyond conflict prevention, regional cooperation must also
target transnational maritime crime and the advancement of the
blue economy. Policy dialogues and information-sharing
mechanisms need institutional expansion to support effective and
coordinated responses while safeguarding state sovereignty and
legal norms. The blue economy, focused on sustainable maritime
resource use, offers a pathway for shared industrial development
and economic integration (1).

Climate change mitigation presents both a challenge and an
opportunity for cooperation. Rather than allowing environmental
stress to fuel resource competition, regional stakeholders can align
on initiatives for example marine scientific research, disaster risk
reduction, and coastal community empowerment. These areas not
only promote resilience but also foster a shared commitment to the
region’s ecological and economic future (1).

Ultimately, the South China Sea must not become a theater
for geopolitical rivalries. As argued by Indonesian maritime scholar
and diplomat Mochtar Kusumaatmadja, seas should unite rather
than divide (14). This vision places emphasis on connectivity,
cooperation, and common prosperity. Realizing this aspiration
demands sustained commitment to diplomacy, legal order, and
regional solidarity (1).
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