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Security of SLOCs through the Indian Ocean to the Western Pacific Ocean
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I. Introduction

Wherever there are maritime activities, there
are concerns of maritime security. The funda-
mental concern of the maritime security is,
inevitably, the security of SLOCs (Sea Lanes of
Communication). According to the statistics pro-
vided by the Asian Development Bank in its offi-
cial publication titled "Asian Development 2006",
Asia is a region with an impressive aggregate
GDP (gross domestic product) growth of 7.4% in

2005 and an even more optimistic final outcome
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has been expected for 2006. Undeniably, the a
mega-trend may reasonably extend for the time
being unless any drastic politico-military calami-
ty would ever happen in the foreseeable future.
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Nevertheless, such a remarkable advance-
ment of the economic development almost around
the whole Asian littoral zone in the past three
decades has been essentially relied on maritime
transportation that facilitates their export-oriented
development strategy and, eventually, economic
structure. All the coastal states from the Indian
Ocean to the Western Pacific Ocean treat the free
passage of goods across the sea as their vital
national interests. Hence, we should never be
surprised that SLOC security always stays at the

top of these states' strategic calculation and poli-
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cy formulation list.
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Although enormous efforts, regardless indi-
vidually or collectively, have already been paid by
states along these sea routes to promote the SLOC
security in recent years, yet, insecurities still exist.
Risks such as political instability among regional
states, maritime territorial disputes as well as
conflicting maritime jurisdictional claims have
never been totally defused. Problems such as dif-
ferent perspectives regarding the freedom of the
seas as well as rights of passage principles are still
too early to say that can be mutually satisfactori-
ly-solved. New emerging threats such as piracy,
oil-spillage, marine pollution and trans-national
maritime crimes like drug-trafficking, poaching
and over-fishing have not yet been well-man-
aged.
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According to those annual Review of Mar-
itime Transport reports edited by the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) in recent years, global maritime trade
activities continue to expand and may sustain
such a tendency as long as the global economic
growth may still uphold. A glimpse of statistics
such as a 7.2 per cent expansion of merchant
fleet reaching 960.0 million deadweight tons at the
beginning of 2006 as well as an improvement of
the average age of world merchant fleet to 12.2
years tells us a very positive indication for the
future of the global maritime transportation.
Behind those positive indications, the boost of
the maritime activities around Asian waters pro-
vides the main thrust.
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II. SLOCs and Maritime Transporta-
tion in Asian Waters

From the Indian Ocean to the Western Pacif-
ic Ocean, SLOCs may include numerous chock
points, mainly international straits such as Bab el
Mandeb, Strait of Hormuz, Strait of Malacca,
Sunda Strait, Lombok Strait, Makassar Strait,
Bashi Channel, Taiwan Strait, Tsushima Strait,
Tsugaru Strait, Soya (La Perouse) Strait and Osu-
mi Strait. Apart from these major international
straits, there are numerous waterways, channels, as
well as passages among archipelagos around
Asian waters with less navigational significances
which mainly serve the intra-regional maritime
transportation.
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SLOCs are the vital mechanism to sustain
the prosperity of the Asian littoral states. Based on
the estimation made by the International Monetary
Fund in April 2005, seven states of the top thirty
GDP producers in world rank are located next
to the SLOCs from the Indian Ocean to the West-
ern Pacific Ocean. They are Japan (rank 2-
4,571,314 million USD), People's Republic of
China (rank 4 - 2,406,021 million USD), Repub-
lic of Korea (rank 10-793,070 million USD),
India (rank 12-775.,410 million USD), Australia
(rank 15-707,992 million USD), Republic of Chi-
na (rank 21-346,141 million USD) and Indonesia
(rank 26-276,004 million USD). All of them are
global trading powers with no exception. Japan
has been seated on the chair of the second biggest
GDP producers for years. It is less likely to be eas-
ily replaced for the moment. Two emerging eco-
nomic giants, China and India, may have a good
chance to improve their rank in coming decades.
Nevertheless, whether such an ambition can be
achieved or otherwise turns to be an illusion is vir-
tually depending on the security of SLOCs in the
future.
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There are over three billion populations liv-
ing in the littoral zone around the Indian Ocean to

the Western Pacific Ocean. Most of them live on
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some sort of economic activities associated with

maritime transportation. At least, their quality of
life surely depends on maritime transportation
because whether they may have more choices in
selecting commodities all relies on either foreign
imports or materials from oversea for support-
ing domestic manufacturing processes.
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Asian nations, therefore, naturally become
major actors in global maritime transportation,
and inevitably hold significant shares in a number
of specific items. According to figures noted in the
2004 Review of Maritime Transport, nations in
Asia accounted for 35.8 per cent of container
ship ownership, 45.7 per cent of container opera-
tion, 60.4 per cent of seamen, 62.3 per cent of
container port throughout, 64.7 per cent of con-
tainer port operators, 83.2 per cent of container
ship building and 99 per cent of ship demolition.
Given the impressive positive economic devel-
opment among most of the Asian states in the
past two years, we may reasonably expect an
even bigger share at this instant.
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Moreover, compared with other continents of
the world, Asian countries keep a noteworthy
preponderance of seaborne world export, actu-
ally, 37.2 per cent of the total tonnage in 2004, the
largest share of the world then. Again, we may
also reasonably believe a growth of share in the
past few years because the increasing export of
both raw materials from specific Asian suppliers
and manufactured goods from almost all Asian
states may contribute to such tendency. Actually,
a prediction already made in 2003 noted that con-



tainerized trade of South and East Asian nations
would have a chance to grow at an annual rate of
11 per cent in 2004 and 2005 due to a growth of
intra-Asian trade and Chinese export to North
America and Europe. Given such a strong
demand, we have no surprise to notice that 28 of
the global top 50 liner shipping companies are
based in Asia. Half of the first twenty largest
container shipping lines in the world are owned by
Asian states or based in Asia. Also, the top six
largest container ports and twenty of the world's
top thirty container ports are located along those
SLOCs from the Indian Ocean to the Western
Pacific Ocean. Six major ship owners in East
Asia including Japan, PRC, ROK, ROC, Hong
Kong and Singapore hold more than thirty per
cent of the total world shipping tonnage. Adding
efforts paid by other Asian states, we may foresee
an even bigger share in the near future.
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The mega-trend for a further expansion of
maritime transportation in Asian waters in the
medium-term and long-term perspectives is actu-
ally based on some structural demands such as
insufficient grain production around East Asia,
predominantly Northeast Asia, as well as growing
energy demands from crude oil, coal to
LPG/LNG. Furthermore, as long as the Asian
states still hold the economical leverage in man-
ufacturing production, the demand of raw mate-
rials such as iron ore will increase steadily in
coming generations though the venders may shift
from states to states within the region as the ver-
tical labor of division already existed in the Asian-
pacific. Of course, the 1997 Asian financial crisis
happened a decade ago had affected some mega-
trend significantly and indeed ever caused a brief
setback of regional demand for maritime trans-
portation. However, most of states within the
region resumed their economic development agen-
da amazingly quick thus indicated the high poten-
tial of a sustainable economic growth in next
generation. Subsequently, the growing demand
of maritime transportation will stay at the same
time and at least the same rate as GDP growth.
Likewise, other dimensions of maritime activities
may also march forward accompanied with eco-

nomic growth.
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. Our Commonage and Common-
weal

We could never find another example like
maritime transportation that may associate with so
many nations' interests. Maritime transportation
activities conducted within Asian waters are not
merely related to those interests of Asian states.
The list of parties concerned may extend to far
beyond your best imagination. Should any mar-
itime insecurity happen at any point along the
sea routes from the Indian Ocean to the Western
Pacific Ocean that caused a loss of a merchant
vessel, we may need to write a long list of states
that could involve in such a sad event, or even
claim a right for their own nationals.
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This list will start with states of the following

parties: ship's owners, cargoes' owners, ship's
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crews, ship's insurers, cargoes' insurers, re-insur-
ers of corresponding insurers, ship's registration,
and the last but not the least, associated loan
providers-both for the ship itself and for the car-
goes. Maritime insecurity happened in Asian
waters may easily cause sorrow, mayhem and
even hatred in many other places around the
world. The impact can not be confined within
the Asia only.
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In recent years, the tendency of expanding
the scope of maritime activities does take places in
Asian waters. In addition to those existing mar-
itime transportation as well as fishery industry, we
have also noticed that a growth of oceanic mining
activities, particularly, drilling and pumping crude
oil as well as natural gas at sea. Moreover, tourism
at sea leads to a boost of cursing business and sub-
sequently, a demand of cruisers that may accom-
modate tourists at sea or even private sailing
yachts that serve those newly-rich wealthy social
elites among different Asian societies. An expan-

sion of fish farms including their size, depth, vol-



ume, and quantity, has been substantiated due to
the improvement of the aquaculture technology.
All these tendencies make our Asian people even
more depend on the maritime activities. And to
some extent, the concern of securing SLOCs will
still firmly sit on the top of any Asian state's
political agenda in the future.
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After all, any maritime activity is in essence
a matter of global reach. This is the reason why
any crime committed at sea and beyond the scope
of any individual vessel such as piracy, slavery,
and population smuggling will be naturally
viewed as a universal crime that can be prosecut-
ed as well as morally condemned by all states in
the world. Indeed, SLOCs security as a public
good should serve everyone's interest. On the
same token, everyone should also shoulder the
task of securing the SLOCs security regardless of
their geographical locations because any SLOCs
insecurity may ultimately undermine their inter-
ests. Yet, saying much without any substantial
action will merely serve nothing. An awareness of

maritime security, particularly, the security of

SLOC:s is our commonweal will eventually lead to

some measures more applicable.
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IV. Our Long Lasting Concerns

As mentioned above, factors that threatened
SLOCs security are by no means anything new to
us. A brief review of these potential threats, more
precisely, concerns, about the SLOCs security
from the Indian Ocean to the Western Pacific
Ocean may indicate some fundamental truth of
SLOC:s security. First, political instability among
states next to the SLOCS in Asian waters does
cause utmost concerns though the possibility of
these political chaos in these states cause seri-
ous turmoil at sea like those refugees that we

had ever seen around Indo-China peninsula in
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late 1970s is relatively unlikely. At the dawn of

this century, we have still seen some political
successions in Asian states through non-democ-
ratic and non-legitimate, and arguably injustice,
process. Although most of these political disorders
never substantially affected the SLOCs security,
yet, the potential still exists. It takes a long time to
recover from some horrendous incidents caused
by rough regimes shooting missiles toward inno-
cent merchant vessels in narrow waters.
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Rivalry among states that may possibly fur-
ther direct to ultimate enmity or even hot war is
another concern. Maritime territorial disputes
where those strategic hot spots located can be
raised by politicians in these states in order to
satisfy domestic political consumptions. Ironi-
cally, many unsettled maritime territorial disputes
happen to situate next to those vital lifelines for
many states. Perhaps this is why these disputes
can be suspended or cooled down in a way to

serve collective interests brought by facilitating
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maritime transportation. Some mechanism such as
certain code of conducts has been established
based on the persistent efforts made by the region-
al organizations as well as parties concerned.
Strategic competitions and potential rivalry among
powers like the US, Japan and the PRC may
worsen the situation, should these mechanism do
not function well as expected.
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Second, the awareness of maritime sovereign
rights makes littoral states seek favorable inter-
pretations of judiciary codes regarding maritime
activities in order to better serve their national
interests. Efforts mainly target on how the foreign
warships should practice the right of innocent
passage in littoral states' territorial sea as well as
transit passage through international straits. Some
efforts also allocate to add restrictions of naval
activities in EEZ or adjacent waters. New focus in
recent years shifted to put tighter control on those
shipments of hazardous wastes passing territorial
seas and exclusive economic zones. In essence, no
matter what has been adopted as the excuse, it is

a long lasting rivalry between coastal states for



safeguarding their maritime interests, and some-
times overall security interests, and maritime
powers for sustaining freedom of action at sea that
they always enjoy.
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The reality of the freedom of the seas does
not change too much since such principle was
first advocated by the famous Dutch maritime
judiciary guru Hugo Grotius in the early 17th
century. Any effort made in this dimension is lit-
erally to secure freedom for those who initiated
the effort, and meanwhile, putting restrictions on
others. Many researchers quite concern whether all
these sovereign rights claimed by the littoral states
may eventually confine the space of free maneu-
ver at high seas. Also, to some extent, the ten-

dency of expanding sovereign rights may under-

mine the SLOCs security. Whether we may suc-
cessfully find a trim point for this conflict of
interest in the maritime judiciary arena is still
quite uncertain. Nevertheless, since maritime
transportation is so important for those coastal
states to sustain their economic development in the
future. We may expect no radical stance will pre-
sent for the time being. Some provocative claims
or declarations made by governments to soothe
pressure caused by internal politics seem unavoid-
able. However, the stake of surrendering eco-
nomic interests as quid pro quo for national pride
acquired from expanding sphere of maritime juris-
diction is simply too high.
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Last but not the least, transnational mar-
itime crimes or incidents like piracy, marine pol-
lution, poaching, over-fishing and oil spillage
bring considerable negative impacts to maritime
transportation. Some efforts have been made by
many coastal states in Asian waters. Multi-later-
al cooperation on maritime law enforcement, par-
ticularly anti-piracy, has been addressed by
ASEAN states. Diplomatic efforts finally prevail
and thus create an atmosphere suitable for region-
al cooperation on maritime affairs. A fundamen-
tal speculation on inviting external involvement
has been submitted by some states due to the
concern of a potential foreign political intervention
behind these assistances. For this, I would like to
suggest a positive attitude to embrace assistances
provided by states outside the region. Actually, it
is their legitimate interests to involve in sustaining
SLOCs security in Asian waters since any inse-
curity happened in this region may subsequently
affect other” s interests any where in the world.
We should also think about if we can dispatch
PKO forces to other continent for good cause
then there is no reason to decline states from oth-
er region to provide aids on SLOCs security
affairs. Just think about the Southeast Asia tsuna-
mi happened in late 2005. Many nations from
other regions do have a right to involve in post-
disaster management because the loss of their

nationals. On the same token, they do have same
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right to participate the task of promoting SLOCs
security in Asian waters since any insecurity may

endanger their legitimate interest.
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V. Our Commitments

The Republic of China on Taiwan would
never wish to be a missing link of the SLOCs
security in Asian waters. [ronically, it might be a
sad fact due to political reality though the ROC is
indeed a viable political entity in the world. Nev-
ertheless, we still commit ourselves to assure the
security of the SLOCs in the vicinity of Taiwan.
The ROC government has persistently invested in
our capacity of SAR (Search and Rescue), navi-
gational aid, hydrographic survey, oil-spillage
management, vessel seaworthy inspection, mar-
itime law-enforcement and weather forecast ser-
vice for merchant vessels. We wish to sustain
our pride of providing safe sea routes in our
neighboring waters. No one can and should tol-

erate any imperfection on the security of SLOCs



from the Indian Ocean to the Western Pacific
Ocean.
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Nevertheless, the political differences across
the Taiwan Strait actually negate some of our
efforts of assuring SLOCs security. Taiwan as a
major player in the global maritime activities
should not be excluded from many multi-lateral
arenas for negotiating our common maritime
interests. We also like to ask Beijing to consider
some constructive maritime cooperation with us
that may in due course promote regional SLOCs
security. In summary, the motto "all for one, and
one for all" may best describe how solemn the
commitment of the ROC to the security of the
SLOCs in the waters around Taiwan.
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