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Central Question
How to maintain and 

promote crisis stability in 
times of troubled peace?





Gray Zone, Signalling and Self-Restraint



Militarization: The Unresolved Debate
• Act of assembling and putting into readiness for war or other emergency
• Mobilization of troops
• To equip or supply a place with military forces
• To put weapons and military forces in an area
• An act of deploying armed forces to an area
• To adapt for military use
• An act of making something operate in a manner similar to armed forces
• To give a military quality or character to something

Source: Professor Carlyle A. Thayer, “Managing security tensions in the South China Sea: the role of ASEAN,” in David Brewster 
(ed.), Indo-Pacific Maritime Security: Challenges and Cooperation, National Security College (joint initiative of the Australian 
Government and the Australian National University), July 2016, p. 25.



Arresting the Arms-Tension Spiral

Arms Build-
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of Military 
Status Quo

Arms 
Competition Arms Race

Most Stable

Least Stable

Barry Buzan and Eric Herring, The Arms Dynamics in World Politics 
(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1998)

Note: 
Any military acquisition process does not necessarily stay static all the time at one 
category along the arms dynamics spectrum, since such a process is amendable to 
evolving external and domestic contexts. This shift can go both ways, left or right, along 
this spectrum, and not necessarily sequential from one phase to the immediate next. For 
instance, maintenance of military status quo may not transit right into arms competition 
but instead jump straight into an arms race, or that arms race can transit straight into 
arms build-down. 



A Chequered History of Arms Control



OSINT-era Transparency: Pitfalls?



Confidence and Security-Building Measures (CSBMs)

Fundamental Assumption Secrecy breeds suspicions, mistrust and tensions

Operative Enabler Combines operational arms control measures and CBMs: 
1. Concept of transparency (“confidence-building”)
2. Concept of constraining military activities (“security-building”)

Objectives 1. Communicate credible evidence of the absence of feared 
threats; to provide reassurance by reducing 
uncertainties; and to constrain opportunities for 
exerting pressure through military activity

2. Help distinguish between the normal pattern of military 
activity and any abnormal deviation that could signal a 
possible threat

3. Reduce opportunities for military intimidation by 
prohibiting, for instance, large-scale maneuvers or the 
stationing of forces near sensitive border areas

4. Inhibit a state contemplating the display of military 
prowess at short notice for coercive purposes by raising 
the political cost of intimidation

5. Prevent crises and opportunities for sudden attack
6. Contain and defuse crises or armed confrontations that 

cannot be avoided



Source: Based on and compiled from: Comprehensive Study on Confidence-building Measures, United Nations Department for Disarmament Affairs Report for the Secretary-General, A/36/474 (NY: United Nations, 1982); 
John Borawski, “The World of CBMs,” in John Borawski (ed.), Avoiding War in the Nuclear Age: Confidence-building Measures for Crisis Stability, Westview Special Studies in National Security and Defense Policy (Boulder 
and London: Westview Press, Inc.: 1986), 11-13; Richard Fieldhouse, “Naval forces and arms control: a look to the future,” in Richard W. Fieldhouse and Shunji Taoka, Superpowers at Sea: An Assessment of the Naval Arms 
Race, SIPRI Strategic Issue Papers (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 164; James L. Lacy, “Within and Beyond Naval Confidence-Building: The Legacy and the Options,” The RAND Note, N-3122-USDP 
(Santa Monica, CA: The RAND Corporation, 1991), 28-29; Andrew Mack, “Arms Control at Sea,” in Hugh Smith and Anthony Bergin (eds.), Naval Power in the Pacific: Toward the Year 2000 (Colorado; London: Lynne 
Reiner, 1993), 93; Stanley B. Weeks, “Chapter 4: Incidents at Sea Agreements and Maritime Confidence-Building Measures,” in Sam Bateman and Stephen Bates (eds.), The Seas Unite: Maritime Cooperation in the Asia-
Pacific Region (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies, The Australian National University, 1996), 88-89; Rory Medcalf and Raoul Heinrichs with Justin Jones, “Crisis 
and Confidence: Major Powers and Maritime Security in Indo-Pacific Asia,” Lowy Institute for International Policy, June 2011, pp. 26-30.

Categories Declaratory Measures Transparency Measures Constraint Measures
Sub-
Categories

General principles that promotes 
interstate amity and concord
National politico-legal acceptance of 
international laws, e.g., UNCLOS III
Non-aggression pacts
Nuclear weapons-free pacts

Information Measures
- Dialogues
- Participation in arms registry
- Navy-to-navy contacts
- Seminars and workshops
- Personnel exchanges
- Exchanges of calendar on naval activities
Communication Measures
- Common inter-navy communication 

procedures
- Crisis management communication links 
- Conflict prevention centres
- Mandatory consultation on unusual or 

dangerous naval activities
Notification Measures
- Naval force manoeuvres or movements
- Military alerts
- Mobilization of reserves
- Weapon test-launches
- Naval accidents at sea
- Scientific activities in disputed zones
Observation/Inspection Measures
- Invitation of observers to naval exercises
- Surveillance and control zones
- Open skies treaties
- Naval force separation and monitoring
- Sensors/early-warning stations

Risk Reduction Measures
- INCSEA-type pacts
- Special communication procedures
- Emergency communication procedures 

for ships and aircraft crossing or entering 
disputed maritime boundaries

- Submarine underwater communications 
for close-contact contingencies

Exclusion/Separation Measures
- Demilitarized zones
- Disengagement zones
- Keep-out/in zones (air/sea)
- Nuclear weapon-free zones
Constraints on Personnel, Equipment and 
Activities
- Personnel: national limits; category limits 

and zone limits
- Equipment: deployment limits (by 

geographical area or numbers); 
category/type limits; storage/monitoring 
limits; and nuclear weapons 
types/deployment

- Activities: manoeuvre/movement limits 
(by geographical area or force size); 
advance notification for movements, 
exercises and alerts; limits on force 
readiness; bans on simultaneous 
exercises/alerts and/or certain force/unit 
types; nuclear weapons

Typology of CSBMs



Soviet-U.S. Incidents at Sea 
Agreement (INCSEA) 1972
• Did not seek to directly affect the size, 

weaponry, or force structure of the parties
• Objectives:

1. Enhance mutual knowledge and understanding of 
military activities

2. To reduce the possibility of conflict by accident, 
miscalculation, or the failure of communication

3. To increase stability in times of both calm and 
crisis

• Remained in force till this day; even in the 
latest tensions over Syria and growing 
naval presence of both sides in the eastern 
Mediterranean Sea

• Applicability to other contexts, such as 
contemporary Indo-Pacific?

See: https://www.state.gov/t/isn/4791.htm 

https://www.state.gov/t/isn/4791.htm


Hotlines: Who Picks Up the Phone Across the Korean DMZ?
Date Description Context

2002-03 Military hotlines (east and west coasts) 
established

Inter-Korean détente and landmark leaders’ summit, 
following naval skirmishes along the NLL in 1999 and 2002

Jun 2004 Inter-navy hotline in the Yellow Sea established Continued inter-Korean détente 

Aug 2008 Military hotline (east coast) suspended 
unilaterally by DPRK

Surge in inter-Korean tensions after Lee Myung-Bak became 
ROK president and advocated a hard-line stance against 
DPRK, including suspension of Mount Kumgang tourism 
programme after ROK tourist shot by North Korean soldiers 
at the resort

May 2010 Military hotline (west coast) suspended 
unilaterally by DPRK

Surge in inter-Korean tensions following sinking of ROKS 
Cheonan in March 2010 near to the NLL

Mar 2013 Hotlines (civilian, via Panmunjom, and Red 
Cross) suspended unilaterally by DPRK

Surge in inter-Korean tensions following Pyongyang’s 
nuclear test in Feb 2013 and protest to U.S.-led sanctions 
and ROK-U.S. annual exercises

Sep 2013 Military hotline (west coast) restored Inter-Korean agreement to normalize operations in the 
Kaesong Industrial Complex (KIC)

Feb 2016 Military (west coast) and Red Cross hotlines 
suspended by DPRK

DPRK expelled ROK staff and workers from the KIC, 
following its closure by Seoul at the height of tensions 
following North Korean missile and nuclear tests

May 2017 DPRK ignored test messages sent via cross-DMZ 
hotlines

Repatriation of North Korean fishermen by ROK 
Government

Jan 2018 DPRK responded to ROK’s hotline call Inter-Korean détente 

Apr 2018 Leaders’ direct hotline inaugurated Continued progress in inter-Korean détente and 
Pyongyang’s pledge to freeze missile and nuclear tests



Chinese Minister for National Defense Wei Fenghe sharing a light-hearted interaction with U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin at a luncheon 
hosted by Singapore Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen during the Shangri-La Dialogue, on 11 June 2022. (Image credit: Associated Press)



PLA representatives meet US Indo-Pacific Command counterparts in Honolulu, Hawaii in April 2024 for their first Military Maritime 
Consultative Agreement (MMCA) working group meeting since December 2021. The meetings were suspended following then U.S. 
House of Representatives speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in August 2022. (Image credit: U.S. Indo-Pacific Command)



Alternative CSBMs?
• Back-channel diplomacy
• Unilateral/tacit self-restraint or naval arms control

– National (or alliance) decisions or policies to take or not to take certain action in 
order to improve the military or political situation with respect to naval forces 
and international security. 

– Could be communicated or publicised in the hope of encouraging a similar or 
reciprocal action or self-restraint from another nation or to facilitate arms 
control. Options include national decisions on procurement, force structure or 
choice of armament, to naval strategies, deployment patterns and policies 
concerning gunboat diplomacy

– Cannot be verified; measures can be reversed anytime if situation changes 
without warning

• Track-II diplomacy (academia, maritime practitioners participating 
in “unofficial capacity”)





Code on Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES)

• Adopted by 21 navies at the Western Pacific Naval Symposium, April 2014
• “Gentlemen’s agreement” between navy chiefs; no binding mechanism
• Based on existing tactical operational handbooks used by navies worldwide
• Applies to naval surface/subsurface and aviation forces, practised at 

bilateral levels
• What about MLE agencies? Does “naval auxiliary” include maritime militia? 



PLA Navy frigate Huangshan

Multilateral Maritime Cooperative Activity (MMCA) 
involving air and naval assets from the Philippines, Australia, 
Canada and United States in the SCS, August 2024



Thank You!
Questions?

Collin Koh
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