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Abstract 

Recently, both China and the United States of America (US) have started focusing more on settling influence in the 

Lower Mekong region in the general context of global China-US competition. Although they have different connect-

ing approaches, both superpowers focus on establishing and maintaining their influence in the strategic geo-political 

area in Southeast Asia and Asia. Their activities in the Lower Mekong region are more noticeable since the 2010s 

when Xi Jinping came to power in China and the US conducted the “Pivot to Asia” and “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” 

policies. Their competition therefore raises difficult tasks for Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam 

(CLMTV) to keep neutrality, and protect their national sovereignty and the regional sustainable development. As the 

China-US competition in the Lower Mekong region is remarkable and profoundly influential to the development of 

regional countries, both academic scholars and policy makers pay attention to this subject. This paper focuses on 

evaluating the recent competition between China and the US in CLMTV and Vietnam’s adaptations to maintain its 

sovereignty, security and neutrality in the great-power competition, especially since Vietnam established a Compre-

hensive Strategic Partnership with both China (2008) and the US (2023). 
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Аннотация 

Соперничество между Китаем и США в районе Нижнего Меконга особенно заметно в последние годы, по-

скольку обе сверхдержавы рассматривают его как важную геополитическую часть спорного Индо-Тихо- 

океанского региона. Обе сверхдержавы стремятся установить свое всестороннее экономическое, политиче-

ское, дипломатическое и культурное влияние на страны региона. Что касается Китая, то его очевидной попыт-

кой является создание Ланцанг-Меконгского сотрудничества (LMC) в 2016 г., в то время как США создали 

Инициативу Нижнего Меконга (LMI) в 2009 г., а теперь и Партнерство Меконг-США (MUSP), чтобы усилить 
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свое влияние в регионе путем содействия стабильности, миру, процветанию и устойчивому развитию. Борьба 

двух сверхдержав создала серьезную проблему для пяти стран региона (Мьянмы, Лаоса, Камбоджи, Вьетнама 

и Таиланда) по поддержанию своего суверенитета, безопасности и нейтралитета. И Китай, и США являются 

важными торговыми и дипломатическими партнерами стран региона, а Китай граничит или является близким 

соседом со странами Юго-Восточной Азии. Данная статья призвана проанализировать соперничество Китая  

и США в районе Нижнего Меконга начиная с 2010-х гг. и оценить, как оно влияют на страны региона в по-

следнее время. В статье также изучена позиция Вьетнама в контексте китайско-американских отношений  

с целью сбалансировать и нейтрализовать соперничество великих держав. Интересно, что в то время как  

в 2008 г. Вьетнам и Китай стали Всеобъемлющими стратегическими партнерами в соответствии с принципом 

«16 слов» и духом «четырех благ», 9 сентября 2023 г. Вьетнам и США объявили о Всеобъемлющем стратеги-

ческом партнерстве во имя мира, сотрудничества и устойчивого развития. Поскольку и Китай, и США явля-

ются всеобъемлющими стратегическими партнерами Вьетнама, правительство Ханоя стремится сохранить 

нейтралитет и сотрудничество с обеими сверхдержавами для устойчивого развития. 
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Introduction 

 

The Lower Mekong region comprises Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam 

(CLMTV). This region has played an increasingly important role in Southeast Asia; a competitive 

area for many powers since the end of the 20th century. The strategic competition between China 

and the US is increasing, especially after Xi Jinping changed China’s neighbourhood policy and the 

US proposed the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP). Both of them are seeking to expand their in-

fluence in the Indo-Pacific region and CLMTV is one of the key points for competition. Their com-

petition in the Lower Mekong creates both advantages and difficulties for regional countries. This 

subject has therefore drawn much attention from international scholars and policy makers with vari-

ous perspectives. This article summarizes the process that the two superpowers have recently un-

dergone to create influence and compete in CLMTV and its impacts on regional countries by view-

ing both their primary plans and previous research about this subject. Beyond that, this paper views 

Vietnam’s policy and responses to the China-US competition there to maintain neutrality, sover-

eignty and opportunities to exploit both the US and China’s sources to develop. Interestingly, Viet-

nam created a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with both China and the US to cooperate with 

both superpowers and to avoid depending on any one country in the great-power competition. 

 

Expansion of China’s influence in the Lower Mekong region 

 

China tried to create influence on CLMTV from the 1990s by involving in and cooperating with 

the Mekong River Commission (MRC) and the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). China wanted 

to affirm its role in both politics and diplomacy there, while taking advantage of CLMTV's natural 

and labour resources to develop the Chinese domestic economy [Nguyen, Nguyen, 2018, p. 98–

100]. Unlike the US with its ideas about democracy, human rights, good governance, and the rule of 

law in creating a relation with CLMTV, China applied advanced pragmatism-oriented diplomacy 

via both bilateral relations and multilateral forums [Hidetaka, 2015, p. 176]. 

China's investment in and influence on CLMTV in the early 21st century was more prominent 

than that of the US. China paid 7.2 billion USD for the railway project connecting Vientiane with 

China and a non-refundable investment of 30 million USD to help Laos to build a highway [Lim, 

2008, p. 41; Truong, 2014, p. 163]. China provided 27.2 % of the capital for the GMS (1994–2007), 

which was increased to 32.2 % (2008–2012). In comparison, the US had almost no commensurate 

investment and cooperation in CLMTV during that period [Menon, Melendez, 2011, p. 22]. Trade 

with China increased from 6.3 % of CLMTV’s exportation in 2000 to 14 % in 2009 [Srivastava, 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kumar, 2012, p. 20]. Through its economic cooperation, China partly exerted political influence 

there. For example, in 2011 while most Southeast Asian countries expressed concern about the se-

curity in the South China Sea, Cambodia and Myanmar did not share the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations’ (ASEAN) concerns. In 2012, when Vietnam and the Philippines wanted China to 

respect their economic sovereignty in the South China Sea, Cambodia thought that this could strain 

relations with China. 

Between 2010 and 2020, China's influence in CLMTV enormously improved. The three issues 

affecting China's policy in CLMTV were: 1) the impact of tariffs, 2) pressure from non-traditional 

issues, 3) China's ambition for a more comprehensive role as a superpower that could decide major 

regional and international issues [Guangsheng, 2016, p. 4–6]. Beijing considered CLMTV as  

a “new front for China-US rivalry in Southeast Asia” 1 and therefore, China’s diplomacy there was 

more urgent. The founding of Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) in 2016 was a typical example 

of China's increasing influence there. The LMC conducted 78 infrastructure projects with 5 top pri-

ority issues: production capacity, cross-border economic cooperation, water resource management, 

poverty reduction and connectivity [Brilingaite, 2017, p. 15–16]. The LMC aimed to solve problems 

such as China’s role in the MRC or the GMS’ lack of political and social elements [Guangsheng, 

2016, p. 4–5]. The LMC provided China with two advantages in controlling and influencing 

CLMTV: 1) a way to exchange and directly connect CLMTV with China's development and secu-

rity, 2) bringing CLMTV into China's chain of influence through various initiatives. 

China created substantial economic influence in CLMTV through a “full spectrum of two-way 

trade, multi-modal connectivity, tourism, investment, development aid and infrastructure financing” 

[Hoang, 2023, p. 11]. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, China-CLMTV trade reached 416.7 billion 

USD in 2022, around 5 % higher than that in 2021 2. More specifically, China-Cambodia trade ob-

tained 11.1 billion USD in 2021, and 11.64 billion USD in 2022. China became Cambodia’s biggest 

export in 2022 [Vannarith, 2023, p. 3]. Although the US is Thailand’s great friend, China is its 

number-one partner of economic benefit as the two-way trade increased from 82 billion USD 

(2020), to 107.3 billion USD (2021). From 1995 to 2021, Thailand’s exportations to China in-

creased 20.7 times 3. Laos-China trade was not as noticeable as that of other countries but it  

increased to 4.15 billion USD in 2021, and since 1989 to the present, China has around 815 projects 

in Laos valued at 16 billion USD [Lin, 2023, p. 9]. China also played a key role in investing in 

Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar [The ASEAN Secretariat, 2022, p. 14–15], which could help 

China to obtain more power in those countries. 

China built hydroelectric dams on the Mekong River to manage water and control other prob-

lems of CLMTV [Middleton, Allouche, 2016, p. 107]. China considered its sovereignty and juris-

diction over regional water resources and it has approached several ways to control water security in 

the region [Hoang, 2022, p. 3–4]. China considers water as a resource of Chinese soft power, and 

Beijing exploited the LMC as Sino-centric multilateralism to control regional water security, to 

raise its influence in the Lower Mekong. A total of 11 Chinese mainstream dams and 95 tributary 

dams have seriously affected the water resources, environment, and economy of CLMTV. In 2019 

and 2020, rice production of Vietnam and Thailand seriously decreased due to lack of water and 

alluvium. It is predicted that by 2042, CLMTV will lose about 16 billion USD in the fisheries indus-

try as a result of China's dams. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, China also tried to create more influence on CLMTV using 

soft power. Beside the “mask diplomacy”, at the 3rd LMC summit in 2020, China pledged to share 

                                                            
1 Strangio S. (04.09.2020). US official attacks China’s ‘Manipulation’ of the Mekong. The Diplomat. URL: https:// 

thediplomat.com/2020/09/us-official-attacks-chinas-manipulation-of-the-mekong/ (accessed 05.07.2023). 
2 Vietnam News Agency (24.3.2023). Trade between Mekong countries, China reaches over 416 bln USD in 2022. 

Vietnam Plus. URL: https://en.vietnamplus.vn/trade-between-mekong-countries-china-reaches-over-416-bln-usd-in-

2022/250405.vnp (accessed 04.08.2023). 
3 OEC. Thailand-China. URL: https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/tha/partner/chn?dynamicBilateralTrade 

Selector=year2021 (accessed 02.05.2023). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

vaccines and medical experts with CLMTV, making it an important and potential political tool to 

enhance Chinese power there. CLMTV is believed to be one of the most vulnerable regions due  

to the COVID-19 pandemic and apart from Vietnam, other regional countries were receptive to 

China’s COVID-19 diplomacy [Vannarith, 2021, p. 3–4]. 

 

Competitive activities of the US in the Lower Mekong region 

 

The US was later than China in creating influence in the Lower Mekong, and tried to put this re-

gion in the context of Chinese-US competition and its “Pivot to Asia” in response to China's influ-

ence expansion. In 2009, the US and Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam (Myanmar joined in 

2012) agreed to cooperate in the Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI) with four basic pillars: environ-

ment, health, education and infrastructure development. The US also built Friends of the Lower 

Mekong (FLM) to enhance its influence in the region by improving aid coordination, information 

sharing, and policy quality and effectiveness. Ministerial meetings between the US, CLMTV, Aus-

tralia, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, and representatives of the European Union, the Asian Develop-

ment Bank (ADB) and the World Bank (WB) were first held in July 2011. 

Support of the US for CLMTV focuses on challenges in the transboundary environment and on 

sustainable development. The US aimed to develop Mekong standards based on cooperation in sci-

ence, technology and environment. However, the actual US presence in CLMTV in the early 2010s 

remained unclear, even rather weak. It did not provide any development financial assistance for 

CLMTV under the ASEAN-Mekong Basin Development Cooperation (AMBDC) program. The US' 

direct investment in Laos and Cambodia was small and insignificant while investment in Vietnam 

was reduced from 3.3 billion USD (2009) to 52 million USD (2013). Washington primarily focused 

on highlighting the negatives of China's expansion policy without taking a multi-dimensional per-

spective for a more appropriate approach. Moreover, the US neglected ASEAN’s role in dealing 

with CLMTV as the LMI did not invite ASEAN representatives to attend its meetings and did not 

accompany ASEAN's programs on the Mekong. Accordingly, the US could not erase the gap with 

CLMTV in this period. 

Under President D. Trump, the US policy towards CLMTV changed and the China-US competi-

tion was more intensive. In 2018, the US Secretary of State, M. Pompeo reaffirmed that the LMI 

was key to promoting regional connectivity, economic cooperation, sustainable development and 

government stability 4. The US pledged 45 million USD to support the LMI projects to improve liv-

ing quality and sustainable environment. M. Pompeo stressed that the US was ready to protect 

CLMTV’s sovereignty and security 5. From 2009 to 2020, the US provided nearly 3.5 billion USD 

to support CLMTV. They included, in USD: 1.2 billion for health programs, 734 million for eco-

nomic development, 616 million for peace and security, 527 million for human rights and govern-

ance, 175 million for education and social services, and 165 million for humanitarian assistance 6. 

In 2020, the US upgraded the LMI to the Mekong-US Partnership Initiative (MUSP), with the 

goals of upgrading connectivity, perfecting government and fundamental development in CLMTV, 

and demonstrating Washington’s strategic competition with China there (fig. 1). The US and 

CLMTV expanded cooperation in economy, energy security, development and quality of life, trans-

boundary water and resource management, and non-traditional security issues. Washington an-

nounced to guarantee at least 153 million USD for CLMTV in direct cooperation projects 7. The US 

                                                            
4 Mekong-US Partnership (04.08.2018). 11th LMI Ministerial Joint Statement. URL: https://mekonguspartnership.org/ 

2018/08/04/11th-lmi-ministerial-joint-statement/ (accessed 07.05.2023). 
5 US Department of State. Opening Remarks at the Lower Mekong Initiative Ministerial. URL: https://2017-2021. 

state.gov/opening-remarks-at-the-lower-mekong-initiative-ministerial (accessed  13.04.2023). 
6 US Mission to ASEAN (15.09.2020). Launch of the Mekong – US Partnership: Expanding US engagement with the 

Mekong Region. URL: https://asean.usmission.gov/launch-of-the-mekong-u-s-partnership-expanding-u-s-engagement-

with-the-mekong-region (accessed 02.05.2023). 
7 Strangjo S. (14.09.2020). How meaningful is the new US-Mekong Partnership?. The Diplomat. URL: https:// 

thediplomat.com/2020/09/how-meaningful-is-the-new-us-mekong-partnership/ (accessed 04.06.2023). 

https://asean.usmission.gov/launch-of-the-mekong-u-s-partnership-expanding-u-s-engagement-with-the-mekong-region
https://asean.usmission.gov/launch-of-the-mekong-u-s-partnership-expanding-u-s-engagement-with-the-mekong-region


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

intended to provide 52 million USD to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic in the region. Washing-

ton also provided a series of policy advisory forums to support policy makers and local communi-

ties for regional development 8. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. US Foreign aid to the Lower Mekong countries.  

As per: [Eyler, 2020, p. 16] 

Рис. 1. Помощь США странам Нижнего Меконга.  

По: [Eyler, 2020, p. 16] 
 

Unlike Trump’s government which chose to neglect ASEAN’s role in enhancing relations with 

CLMTV, the US’s policy under President J. Biden focuses more on ASEAN’s contribution. Wash-

ington wanted to cooperate with ASEAN for “its efforts to deliver sustainable solutions to the re-

gion’s most pressing challenges” [The White House, 2022, p. 9]. The US upgraded its relationship 

with ASEAN to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, and exploited ASEAN’s mechanism and 

tools to engage deeply in CLMTV. In the ASEAN-US Special Summit 2022, the US mentioned its 

attempts to promote the “stability, peace, prosperity, and sustainable development of the Mekong 

sub-region” via MUSP and under other plans of the US with ASEAN with the goal of securing  

a “win-win” situation and of competing with China there 9. However, Biden did not show any “pro-

nounced interest in participating in any multilateral economic agreements” with CLMTV, and there-

fore the US could lose its position there [Stepanov, 2022, p. 1477]. The US launched a 2021–2023 

MUSP plan to deal with four primary issues of economic connectivity, sustainable development, 

non-transitional security and human resource development 10. Interestingly, Biden introduced the 

term “free and open Mekong” 11 to seek to “advance freedom and openness and offer autonomy and 

options” for the region [Hoang, 2023, p. 5]. 

The US attempted to raise its economic influence in CLMTV by both trade and investment. 

Trade between the US and CLMTV in 2018 reached 109 billion USD [Chu, 2020, p. 4], and nearly 

117 billion USD in 2019 [Bui, 2021, p. 100–101]. CLMTV's exports to the US increased gradually 

and noticeably, in which Vietnam and Thailand were the two most important partners. In the period 

2011–2018, Vietnam's exports to the US increased nearly three times, from 20 billion USD to  

50.5 billion USD, and Thailand's raised from 27 billion USD to 36.2 billion USD. Vietnam became 

                                                            
8 US Mission to ASEAN (15.09.2020). Launch of the Mekong – US Partnership: Expanding US engagement with the 

Mekong Region. URL: https://asean.usmission.gov/launch-of-the-mekong-u-s-partnership-expanding-u-s-engagement-

with-the-mekong-region (accessed 02.05.2023). 
9 US Embassy & Consulate in Vietnam. ASEAN-U.S. Special Summit 2022, Joint Vision Statement. URL: https:// 

vn.usembassy.gov/asean-u-s-special-summit-2022-joint-vision-statement/ (accessed 03.08.2023). 
10

 Mekong-US Partnership (2021). Mekong-U.S. Partnership Plan of Action 2021–2023. URL: https:// 

mekonguspartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/MUSP-Plan-of-Action-Public-Use.pdf (accessed 06.07.2023). 
11

 US Mission to ASEAN (05.08.2021). Secretary Blinken’s Participation in the East Asia Summit Foreign Ministers 

Meeting. URL: https://asean.usmission.gov/secretary-blinkens-participation-in-the-east-asia-summit-foreign-ministers-

meeting/ (accessed 03.05.2023). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the 17th largest trading partner of the US, and Thailand ranked the 20th [Eyler, 2020, p. 7]. In 2021, 

nearly 1,000 US private companies operated in CLMTV, of which 612 were in Thailand, 312 in 

Vietnam, 38 in Cambodia, 21 in Myanmar and 10 in Laos [East-West Center, 2021, p. 26]. No-

ticeably, although recent US investment in ASEAN is higher than that of China, the US paid more 

attention to Singapore and its investment to CLMTV was less than China’s while China was the 

most important source of investment for Thailand, Cambodia and Laos [The ASEAN Secretariat, 

2022, p. 9]. That situation, together with the fact that only Vietnam and Thailand joined the US-led 

Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF) while both China and CLMTV were 

members of the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA) and the Regional Comprehensive Eco-

nomic Partnership (RCEP) caused the US disadvantages to compete with China’s influence in 

CLMTV. 

 

Vietnam in the strategic China-US competition 

 

Besides cooperation opportunities, there are more and more risks for CLMTV in maintaining bi-

lateral and multilateral relations with both China and the US. Cooperation with any great power 

should be cautious because it is easy to cause conflicts with one another, even with the rest of Me-

kong’s countries and ASEAN. Three problems for CLMTV in the context of China-US strategic 

competition are: 1) the difference in CLMTV’s interests in multilateral cooperation, 2) their unique 

opportunities and challenges in handling relations with their partners, 3) difficulty and complexity 

in regional water security cooperation [Le, 2020, p. 103]. Vietnam and other countries in the Lower 

Mekong need to deal with the China-US competition, balance and calculate how to cooperate effec-

tively, and avoid confrontation and upholding engagement. Although the China-US competition has 

not yet reached the level to force CLMTV to “choose a side”, they need to have a strategy to main-

tain their neutrality, to unite and send an apparent message that strengthening cooperation with ex-

ternal powers cannot be equated with choosing sides. 

Sharing the same border, China had many advantages of creating influence on Vietnam [Guili-

yev, 2022]. Bilateral relations have significantly improved from strategic antagonism to ideology-

shared partnership and comprehensive strategic cooperative partnership with “16 words” 12 and the 

spirit of the “4 good” 13. Despite Vietnam’s concerns regarding China’s expansion and territorial 

claims in the South China Sea, bilateral political and economic relations were promoted. After the 

20th Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, the General Secretary of the Vietnamese Com-

munist Party, Nguyen Phu Trong made a formal visit to China to enhance bilateral relations. During 

that visit, Vietnam and China agreed to encourage the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties (DOC) 

effectively, to attempt to complete the Code of Conduct (COC) to maintain peace and stability in 

the South China Sea. 

Vietnam-China trade jumped sharply after the China-US trade war [Fatharani, 2022, p. 720–

730]. In 2021, Vietnam's exports to China maintained the 2nd place after the US, reaching 55.9 bil-

lion USD (28.6 % of total export value). In return, China was Vietnam's largest import market with  

a value of 110.5 billion USD (33.2 % of total import value). Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

import value still increased by 31.3 % compared to 2020 [General Statistics Office, 2022, p. 610]. 

Since 2004, China has always been Vietnam's largest trading partner, and since 2020, Vietnam has 

been China's 6th largest trading partner. China’s investment in Vietnam also raised quickly. Until 

May 2022, China was the 6th largest investor of Vietnam with 3,390 projects valued at 22.186 bil-

lion USD. 

                                                            
12 The “16 words” or 16-word guideline was determined in the Vietnam-China Joint Statement in 2000. They are: 

“friendly neighborliness, comprehensive cooperation, long-term stability and future-oriented thinking". Those words ori-

entated the relations between the two countries from the early 21st century. 
13 The spirit of 4 good was determined after the Joint Statement on Comprehensive Cooperation between Vietnam and 

China in 2000. The bilateral relations were in the spirit of “good neighbors, good friends, good comrades, good partners”. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington believes that the US can compete with China in the Lower Mekong via bilateral re-

lations with regional countries, especially Vietnam or Thailand. Via the IPEF, the US wanted to use 

multilateral tools to have influence in Vietnam as IPEF “places a strong emphasis on close collabo-

ration with the private sector”, and creates good “opportunity for companies in the region to shape 

and influence policy decisions and direction” [Gunasekara-Rockwell, 2023, p. 36]. The US-

Vietnam trade in 2021 and 2022 exceeded 138 billion USD [Nguyen, 2023, p. 16–17]. In March 

2023, a mission of 52 US companies under the US-ASEAN Business Council visited Vietnam to 

find investment opportunities. In July 2023, the US Treasury Secretary J. Yellen visited Vietnam for 

further promotion of economic ties and post-pandemic recovery. She affirmed that the US considers 

Vietnam a key partner in advancing a free and open Indo-Pacific and wants to upgrade US-Vietnam 

relations on the 10th anniversary of their comprehensive partnership. 

Vietnam is also ready to collaborate with the US to enhance their bilateral relations further and 

encourage regional peace, stability, cooperation and development. Vietnam expects that the US 

would become its largest investor in the future, and appreciates the US’ role in improving Viet-

nam’s economy and international position 14. Especially, on 10/9/2023, Vietnam and the US an-

nounced the establishment of a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) and the US became 

Vietnam’s 5th CSP (China was the first in 2008). As such, Vietnam wants to exploit both China and 

the US for its sustainable development. However, Vietnam does not want to be in the middle of the 

ongoing strategic China-US competition which could negatively affect Vietnam’s economic and 

political improvement. 

Vietnam considers the Mekong region as its direct security zone which plays an increasingly key 

role in maintaining and promoting international peace, stability and prosperity. Vietnam has always 

cooperated positively with great powers and regional countries for sustainable development. The 

13th Congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party confirmed that Vietnam consistently exercise the 

foreign policy of independence, autonomy, peace, friendship, cooperation, development, diversifi-

cation and multilateralization with the “Four Nos” principle 15 to protect national interests respect-

ing international law [Communist Party of Vietnam, 2021, p. 143, 146]. Vietnam applies  

a “bamboo diplomacy” 16, attempting to maintain neutrality without choosing a side in the China-

US competition. The 13th Congress stressed that Vietnam must build a stable partnership with all 

major powers, especially China and the US 17. A clear message was sent to both superpowers that 

Vietnam wants to cooperate with them in positive ways to benefit all; to secure and promote re-

gional peace, security, and prosperity. 

In brief, both China and the US pay more attention to Vietnam and this fact requires Vietnam to 

have suitable diplomacy to keep its sovereignty and neutrality. Considering and choosing an appro-

priate policy in the tense China-US relationship is always a careful and complicated problem for 

Vietnam. China is Vietnam’s neighbouring power, has traditional relations, and is a strategic part-

ner. However, Vietnam also needs the US to develop its economy and society and partly limit its 

                                                            
14

 Vietnam News Agency (23.03.2023). Deputy spokeswoman: Vietnam ready to cooperate with U.S. People’s Army 

Newspaper. URL: https://en.qdnd.vn/foreign-affairs/bilateral-relations/deputy-spokeswoman-vietnam-ready-to-cooperate-

with-u-s-550569 (accessed 07.07.2023). 
15 Vietnam’s “Four Nos” principle was introduced in the 2019 National Defense White Paper to replace the “Three 

Nos” policy. This principle includes no military alliances, no siding with one country against another, no foreign military 

bases to counter a third country, and no using force or threatening to use force in international relations. 
16 A bamboo diplomacy was first coined by the General Secretary of the Vietnamese Communist Party, Nguyen Phu 

Trong, at the 29th Diplomatic Conference in 2016. Until the first ever National Conference on Foreign Affairs on 

14/12/2021, this concept was reaffirmed. He described Vietnamese diplomacy like bamboos with strong roots, a firm 

trunk, and flexible branches.  This diplomacy is not similar to Thailand’s one as it means striving to remain independent 

and equidistant vis-à-vis all major powers. Vietnam’s bamboo diplomacy aims to secure a stable position and develop-

ment by embracing independence, self-reliance, multilateralization, diversification, innovation and upholding the UN 

Charter’s principle and international law. 
17 Vannarith C., Nguyen H. T. Constant and Continuous: Vietnam’s Foreign Policy after the 13th Party Congress. Ful-

crum: Analysis on Southeast Asia. URL: https://fulcrum.sg/constant-and-continuous-vietnams-foreign-policy-after-the-

13th-party-congress/ (accessed 03.09.2023). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

dependence on China. Balancing this relation and building connections with other powers is  

a way for Vietnam to exploit great powers’ investment, science and technology to serve the national 

goal of industrialization and modernization [Grossman, 2020, p. 24–65]. Vietnam recognises  

that ASEAN and its mechanisms can play a significant role in settling and maintaining regional se-

curity and provide platforms for Vietnam to maintain political neutrality in the great-power compe-

tition. 

In the future, Vietnam can play more of a role in improving regional cooperation and keeping 

neutrality in the China-US competition. Firstly, Vietnam can focus more on building a comprehen-

sive strategy about Mekong to show Vietnam’s aims, priorities, and collaborative approaches. From 

that strategy, Vietnam can build inter- and intra-regional cooperative mechanisms to protect secu-

rity, sovereignty, sustainable development and to promote regional economic connectivity. Sec-

ondly, Vietnam can exploit and expand more of a role of multilateralism such as ASEAN, GMS, 

MRC and others, to deal with CLMTV’s issues. The involvement of international organisations in 

this region provides more effective approaches for Vietnam to protect peace, stability, water secu-

rity and to encourage economic development. In which, ASEAN’s involvement in all issues of 

CLMTV is necessary and significant, not peripheral, in order to deal with the China-US geopolitical 

competition. Thirdly, Vietnam can effectively involve a multilateral mechanism led by China and 

the US to balance the power and influence of the two superpowers. Both China and the US are the 

most significant trading partners of Vietnam, and promoting economic cooperation with these two 

superpowers are one of the key targets for Vietnam’s development and autonomy. Fourthly, Viet-

nam can expand the role of bilateral and multilateral diplomacies with both regional and interna-

tional countries to promote peace and stability of the Lower Mekong region. Via international con-

ferences, forums and cooperation, Vietnam can learn more innovations and advice to protect its 

sovereignty in the China-US competition. Fifthly, improving relations with other powers such as 

Russia, Australia, India, Japan and Korea is an effective way to enhance Vietnam’s potential and 

ability to protect its autonomy. 

Conclusion 

Together with other powers, both the US and China focus more on strategic competition in the 

Lower Mekong in a broader context of the Indo-Pacific region. Although the US attempts to pro-

mote regional government cooperation for sustainable development, China has its own advantages 

with increasing economic exchange and investment. Both superpowers exploited their initiatives 

such as LMC or MUSP to deeply engage in CLMTV. As Biden’s National Security Strategy con-

sidered China as a “potential competitor” and the great-power competition is increasingly apparent 

in recent years, the China-US competition in CLMTV will be more tense in the future. China's am-

bition to control this region to serve a broader plan of southward expansion and the US' attempts to 

obtain more influence there obviously create their strategic competition.  

In order to maintain peace, stability, autonomy and sovereignty, Vietnam needs suitable policies. 

Both China and the US are important for Vietnam in both political and economic fields. Therefore, 

choosing a neutral position is the best approach to exploit their investment and cooperation for sus-

tainable development. Vietnam’s bamboo diplomacy is effective in order to keep and promote bilat-

eral relations with both superpowers. As both China and the US are in a comprehensive strategic 

partnership with Vietnam, Hanoi can exploit their resources for Vietnam’s development, and Hanoi 

always chooses to cooperate with both superpowers in economy, diplomacy, society to maintain the 

balance in the region and to obtain the aims of a “win-win” situation. Moreover, indigenous institu-

tions such as ASEAN can provide Vietnam with influential friends to preserve its autonomy and 

sovereignty in the China-US strategic competition. 
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