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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis explores the roles of Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia as ‘energy transit 

states’ for Middle Eastern oil flows, with specific reference to their efforts to ensure 

the Malacca Strait’s safety, security and environmental protection. The Malacca Strait 

is one of the world’s major chokepoints for oil shipped from the Arabian Peninsula to 

East Asia. While many scholars focus on the producers and consumers involved in 

this transnational energy supply chain, few have considered the third party countries 

that are located between them, or how they might contribute to supply chain security. 

And while a growing number of contributions seek to understand such ‘energy transit 

states’ for oil and gas pipelines in the South Caucasus and Black Sea regions, those in 

Southeast Asia are under-evaluated. 

Appraisals of Singaporean, Indonesian and Malaysian foreign policies tend to 

assume that the three states have ‘common interests’ in upholding Strait security, and 

hence a sound basis for cooperation. Balance of Power expectations about alliance 

formation, and claims that Southeast Asian countries engage in consensus decision 

making practices and avoid interference in each others’ affairs, often referred to as the 

‘ASEAN Way,’ also support this view. It is certainly the case that Singapore, 

Indonesia and Malaysia have engaged in a variety of efforts to protect the Malacca 

Strait, which accelerated in intensity following Admiral Thomas Fargo’s (at the time 

Commander, United States Pacific Command) announcement in 2004 that a Regional 

Maritime Security Initiative would be established. Yet this was an initiative that 

Indonesia and Malaysia in particular saw as encroaching on their respective 

jurisdictions in the sea lane. More generally, assumptions about the likelihood of 

cooperation do not accord with less optimistic predictions that states will increasingly 

compete where strategic energy resources—such as oil—are involved. 

This thesis therefore evaluates Singapore’s, Indonesia’s and Malaysia’s 

interests and policy choices toward the Malacca Strait with respect to their energy 

transit state status. It does so in order to better understand whether claims about their 

common interests engendering cooperation in the sea lane actually hold, and offer a 

more cogent explanation of their interactions than arguments based on the Balance of 

Power or the ASEAN Way. To assess this, I develop a framework based on three 

types of energy transit states: the ‘enmeshed energy transit state,’ the ‘fledgling 
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energy transit state’ and the ‘rising energy transit state.’ I find that the three countries 

under review have markedly different stakes in Middle East-East Asia oil flows, and 

that this has shaped the scope of their agendas as well as the intensity of their security 

cooperation. In addition, I find that competition among the three has also been 

important, as each state seeks to capitalise on the supply chain for their own 

advantage. Thus, viewed through the lens of oil, a better account of the countries’ 

interactions is one that recognises their converging and diverging interests. With 

Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia all expected to maintain, if not increase, their 

involvement in the transit oil supply chain, their motivations to both cooperate and 

compete in the Malacca Strait could be exacerbated in what is already a complicated 

maritime environment. 

 

Keywords: Southeast Asia, oil, energy security, maritime security, Malacca Strait, 

Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia. 

 

- vi - 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

I would like to express my most sincere gratitude and appreciation to Dr Matthew 

Sussex for his guidance throughout the development of the thesis. I am indebted to 

Professor Aynsley Kellow for the support he has provided throughout my time as his 

student. 

I would also like to acknowledge the School of Government for awarding a 

grant through the Graduate Research Support Scheme that allowed me to conduct  

in-country field research in Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia. I am also grateful for 

being in receipt of a Tasmania Graduate Research Scholarship that the University of 

Tasmania funded. 

I was fortunate in that the staff members at the libraries with whom I have had 

contact have willingly shared their knowledge and skills. The staff at the Morris 

Miller Library at the University of Tasmania were tremendously helpful in sourcing 

publications. The Sea Power Centre - Australia, the Institute of Southeast Asian 

Studies, the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies and the Maritime Institute 

of Malaysia generously made their resources available to me. The International 

Chamber of Commerce International Maritime Bureau Piracy Reporting Centre kindly 

provided past copies of its Annual Reports. 

I thank all the interviewees who readily gave their time and opinions. Your 

views were instrumental in shaping the thesis’s direction. Risa Magnusson of the 

School of Asian Languages and Studies at the University of Tasmania gave valuable 

advice regarding my translations of Indonesian language texts. Saut Gurning and 

Wayne Schwarz of the Australian Maritime College kindly helped make points of 

contact for the field research. I am grateful to Fabrizio Bozzato, Stefan Morton, and 

Jeremy Guerin for their advice and assistance. 

Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends for their support 

throughout the whole research process. I owe a very special thank you to Nick for his 

unfailing encouragement. His understanding attitude towards my work has been 

essential for the completion of this thesis. 

- vii - 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................. 1 

SOUTHEAST ASIA’S ENERGY TRANSIT STATES AND THEIR MARITIME POLICY 
CHOICES ..................................................................................................................... 2 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS ............................................................................................... 8 
AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE FRAMEWORK ................................................................. 9 
RESEARCH METHOD ................................................................................................. 11 
THESIS STRUCTURE ................................................................................................... 13 

CHAPTER ONE 
SOUTHEAST ASIA’S ENERGY TRANSIT STATES IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS ..... 17 

THE REPRESENTATION OF NATURAL ENERGY RESOURCES ....................................... 18 
Energy Security and Transit States: From ‘Economy of Supply’ to ‘Security of 
Supply’ ................................................................................................................. 19 
Strategic Energy Resources: A Component of National Power and Catalyst for 
Competition .......................................................................................................... 26 

SOUTHEAST ASIA, THE MALACCA STRAIT AND ITS ENERGY TRANSIT STATES ......... 33 
The Strategic Significance of Southeast Asian Supply Chain Vulnerabilities .... 41 
The Malacca Strait as a Major Regional Conduit for Seaborne Oil Trade .......... 46 
Prospective Energy Transit States: Singapore, Indonesia and Malaysia ............. 47 

UNDERSTANDING MARITIME SECURITY ACTIVITIES IN THE MALACCA STRAIT ........ 48 
A Question of ‘Common Interests’ and Cooperation .......................................... 53 
The Balance of Power and the ASEAN Way as Alternative Explanations ......... 59 

AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE FRAMEWORK AND CASE STUDY DESIGN ..................... 62 
Research Design: Case Studies and Theory Building .......................................... 69 
Data Sources ........................................................................................................ 74 

CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................. 77 
CHAPTER TWO 
SINGAPORE: AN ENMESHED ENERGY TRANSIT STATE.............................................. 79 

ASSESSING SINGAPORE’S POSITION AS AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE ........................ 80 
Contemporary Scholarship on Singapore’s Transit State Status ......................... 81 
The Energy Transit State Framework and Singapore’s Transit State Status ....... 86 

SINGAPORE’S STRATEGIC INTERESTS IN THE MALACCA STRAIT ............................... 91 
Explaining Singapore’s Interests: Allegiance, Economy, or History? ................ 98 

SINGAPORE’S APPROACH TO STRAIT SECURITY: COOPERATION OR COMPETITION? 100 
Active Leadership and Cooperation ................................................................... 105 
Competition amid Cooperation .......................................................................... 115 
The Economic Drivers of Rivalry ...................................................................... 124 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................... 129 
  

- viii - 



CHAPTER THREE 
INDONESIA: A FLEDGLING ENERGY TRANSIT STATE .............................................. 131 

ASSESSING INDONESIA’S POSITION AS AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE ....................... 132 
Contemporary Scholarship on Indonesia’s Transit State Status ........................ 135 
The Energy Transit State Framework and Indonesia’s Transit State Status ...... 141 

INDONESIA’S STRATEGIC INTERESTS IN THE MALACCA STRAIT .............................. 154 
Explaining Indonesia’s Interests: Sovereignty, National Unity and Political 
Sensitivity .......................................................................................................... 160 

INDONESIA’S APPROACH TO STRAIT SECURITY: COOPERATION OR COMPETITION? 171 
Asserting Sovereignty ........................................................................................ 175 
Facilitating Assistance ....................................................................................... 179 
Traffic Diversions .............................................................................................. 187 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................... 191 
CHAPTER FOUR 
MALAYSIA: A RISING ENERGY TRANSIT STATE ...................................................... 194 

ASSESSING MALAYSIA’S POSITION AS AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE ....................... 195 
Contemporary Scholarship on Malaysia’s Transit State Status ......................... 197 
The Energy Transit State Framework and Malaysia’s Transit State Status ....... 201 

MALAYSIA’S STRATEGIC INTERESTS IN THE MALACCA STRAIT .............................. 213 
Explaining Malaysia’s Interests as a Pollution Issue ......................................... 219 
The Malay Peninsula as a Locus of Non-Traditional Maritime Challenges ...... 222 
Terrorism as a Land Threat ................................................................................ 225 
Terminological Ambiguity ................................................................................. 227 
Sovereignty, Border Integrity and the Pursuit of Oil ......................................... 230 

MALAYSIA’S APPROACH TO STRAIT SECURITY: COOPERATION OR COMPETITION? 236 
Interagency Cohesion ......................................................................................... 239 
Upstream and Downstream Supply Chain Security ........................................... 242 
Asserting Sovereignty ........................................................................................ 245 
Reputational Factors .......................................................................................... 248 
Burden Sharing and Capacity Building ............................................................. 251 
Financial Burden Sharing Mechanisms ............................................................. 254 
Traffic Diversions and Economic Rivalry ......................................................... 258 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................... 260 
CHAPTER FIVE 
STAKES, INTERESTS AND POLICY CHOICES: ENERGY TRANSIT STATES AND 
SECURITY IN THE MALACCA STRAIT ........................................................................ 262 

INTERESTS AND POLICY CHOICES: A REVIEW OF ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS ... 264 
The Balance of Power ........................................................................................ 264 
The ASEAN Way .............................................................................................. 267 

SOUTHEAST ASIA’S ENERGY TRANSIT STATES AND THEIR INTERESTS IN THE 
MALACCA STRAIT: CONVERGENCE OR DIVERGENCE? ............................................ 272 

Diverging Interests and Energy Transit State Status ......................................... 275 

- ix - 



Converging Interests and Energy Transit State Status ....................................... 281 
Energy Transit States and their Interests: Empirical and Conceptual Implications
 ............................................................................................................................ 285 

SOUTHEAST ASIA’S ENERGY TRANSIT STATES AND THEIR POLICY CHOICES TOWARD 
THE MALACCA STRAIT: COOPERATION OR COMPETITION? ..................................... 289 

Cooperation in and Beyond the Malacca Strait: ‘Upstream’ and ‘Downstream’ 
Policy Choices ................................................................................................... 291 
Beyond the Malacca Strait: Cooperation and Competition ............................... 296 
Competition in and Beyond the Malacca Strait: Traffic Diversions and Port 
Rivalry ................................................................................................................ 299 
Energy Transit States and their Policy Choices: Empirical and Conceptual 
Implications ........................................................................................................ 303 

THE EFFECTS OF NON-OIL FACTORS ON INTERESTS AND POLICY CHOICES ............ 308 
CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................... 312 

CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................................ 314 
AN ENERGY TRANSIT STATE FRAMEWORK ............................................................. 315 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS .......................................................................................... 316 
AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH .......................................................................... 320 

Maritime Southeast Asia .................................................................................... 320 
World Transit Oil Chokepoints .......................................................................... 323 
Interests and Policy Choices .............................................................................. 325 

APPENDIX A – MAP OF SINGAPORE .......................................................................... 328 
APPENDIX B – INTERNATIONAL MARITIME ORGANIZATION CONVENTIONS AND 
INSTRUMENTS ............................................................................................................ 329 
APPENDIX C – MAP OF INDONESIA ........................................................................... 331 
APPENDIX D – MAP OF MALAYSIA ........................................................................... 332 
REFERENCES .............................................................................................................. 333 
 

  

- x - 


