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In December 2022, Indonesia and Vietnam concluded the EEZ boundary lines 
that have been under negotiations for 12  years. Through this, it is expected that 
intrusions made by Vietnamese maritime constabulary forces into Indonesia’s 
North Natuna Seas can end. On the contrary, intrusions have risen in the first 
8  months of 2023, indicating Vietnam’s intent to continue its maritime-based 
operations in the gray-zone areas of Indonesian waters. In making sense of 
this developing crisis, this article adopts secondary data from the Indonesia 
Open Justice Initiative between January 2023 and August 2023. In tracking the 
instances of intrusions, it utilizes an Automatic Identification System obtained 
from Marine Traffic. The analysis is made by framing the crisis under the 
maritime diplomatic framework, which concludes that Vietnam is persistent 
with its maritime diplomatic strategy of “paragunboat diplomacy” in showcasing 
effective occupancy in gray zone areas.
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1 Introduction

In December 2022, Indonesia and Vietnam concluded a 12-year-long negotiation to end 
the uncertainties to the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) boundaries between the two states 
(KEMLU, 2022). The finalization of the boundary lines is significant, considering that Vietnam 
and Indonesia have encountered crisis after crisis in the past decade due to the illegal intrusions 
conducted by Vietnamese fishing fleets and by the Vietnam Fisheries Resources Surveillance 
(VFRS) (Parameswaran, 2019; Darwis and Putra, 2022; Putra, 2023; Yeo, 2023). However, 
recent developments in 2023 suggest that illegal fishing in Indonesia’s North Natuna Seas 
continues. Furthermore, similar to patterns observed before the conclusion of the 2022 EEZ 
agreement between Indonesia and Vietnam, the VFRS continues to display its presence within 
Indonesia’s sea jurisdictions.

This article attempts to comprehend the recent developments in the North Natuna Seas. 
It observes the dynamics of illegal intrusions constructed by Vietnamese fishing vessels and 
the VFRS between January and August 2023, utilizing secondary data from the Indonesia 
Ocean Justice Initiative (IOJI). The data track illegal intrusions conducted by Vietnamese 
vessels through the Automatic Identification System (AIS) retrieved from the Marine Traffic. 
This article focuses on intrusions within Indonesia’s gray zone areas in the North Natuna Seas, 
which are the seas located between Indonesia’s EEZ and continental shelf line (see Figure 1 for 
the locations). In comprehending Vietnam’s sea-based maneuvers at sea, this study further 
adopts the conceptual framework of maritime diplomacy in understanding the motives and 
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actions taken by Vietnam at sea. It argues that despite the conclusion 
to the EEZ boundaries between the two states, Vietnam is continuing 
its past maritime diplomatic pattern of “paragunboat diplomacy,” 
which is the utilization of civilian fleets (maritime constabulary forces, 
fishing fleets, fisheries surveillance vessels, and coast guards), to 
display physical effective occupancy in gray-zone (disputed) areas. 
Furthermore, the term gray zone areas used in this study is to 
represent an area with uncertain legal boundaries (McLaughlin, 2022). 
Consequently, in the case of the South China Sea, the gray zone areas 
lead to the conduct of state practices that are belligerent, coercive, and 
filled with ambiguity (as to the true intention of states) (Ormsbee, 
2022). As Azad et al. (2022) recently argued, gray zone strategies are 
difficult to resolve, considering that it is unclear what international law 
is operational in those areas, and whether it falls under times of 
peace or war.

2 Contemporary developments about 
Vietnam intrusions in early 2023

Vietnam’s intrusions through its maritime-based fleets (fishing 
fleets and VFRS) are concerning. Despite the completed negotiations 
that initially started on May 21, 2010, there seems to be  a high 
disregard within Vietnamese fleets toward the new EEZ boundaries. 
The establishment of Vietnam’s fishing fleets and the VFRS resulted 
from the 2009 National Assembly of Vietnam. Vis-à-vis tensions in 
the South China Sea, Vietnam decided to display effective occupancy 
over disputed waters by deploying its maritime constabulary forces 
(Jennings, 2021). Vietnam’s fishing fleets comprise 7,000 members 
(approximation) (Giang, 2018, 2022). Unfortunately, similar patterns 
of effective occupancy are currently displayed by Hanoi, causing 
significant doubt about the effectiveness of the recently concluded 
EEZ boundary lines.

Data from IOJI showed that the number of intrusions conducted 
by Vietnam’s fishing fleets and VFRS is consistent with the numbers 
prior to the agreement. This is puzzling, as it shows that Vietnam is 
persistently adopting its traditional maritime diplomatic strategy of 
displaying effective occupancy in gray zone areas. Figure 2 depicts the 
number of Vietnam fishing vessels intruding Indonesia’s gray-zone 

areas in the North Natuna Seas. Unfortunately, this trend is increasing 
in numbers compared to the past year, showing a puzzling empirical 
pattern for Indonesian policymakers.

Figure 1 displays the areas in which Vietnamese fishing vessels 
conducted illegal fishing within Indonesia EEZ. Despite a 
relatively low number of intrusions in January 2023 (82), this 
number has consistently risen. This empirical fact indicates that 
Vietnam officials have disregarded the recent EEZ boundary 
agreement, as the same patterns of intrusions are conducted on a 
daily basis.

Meanwhile, the right side of Figure  1 showcases the unique 
patterns maintained by the VFRS, which reveals the possibility that 
Vietnamese constabulary forces are conducting maneuvers that 
indicate that their role is to crowd the seas. As IOJI reported, 12 VFRS 
vessels were deployed between January 2023 and August 2023 (IOJI, 
2023a,b). Each deployed VFRS vessel continued its presence in the 
gray zone areas by staying between Indonesia’s EEZ and continental 
shelf line for approximately 2 weeks (IOJI, 2023b).

Actions taken by Vietnamese fishing vessels and the VFRS cause 
significant disadvantages for Indonesia. Indonesian fishermen lose 
that opportunity to utilize fishing resources in the North Natuna Seas 
due to the crowd of Vietnamese fleets in the gray zone areas. This 
violates the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) due to the Illegal, Unregulated, and Unreported Fishing 
(IUUF) occurring within Indonesia’s borders. It is not likely that 
Vietnamese officials are not aware of their activities in the North 
Natuna Seas, especially considering the involvement of VFRS within 
the waters, acting multiple times as a protector to the fishing fleets 
operating in those contested waters (Fadli, 2020; Sasmita, 2021; 
IOJI, 2022).

In making sense of this empirical puzzle, this article adopts the 
framework of maritime diplomacy. It argues regardless of the EEZ 
boundary agreement between Vietnam and Indonesia in 2022, 
Vietnam is persistent in displaying its effective occupancy in the gray 
zone areas as it is its strategy to adopt paragunboat diplomacy as its 
primary maritime diplomatic strategy. The following sections start 
with a framing of the crisis in 2023 under the maritime diplomatic 
framework and continue with evaluating future directions according 
to the author’s perspectives.

FIGURE 1

Vietnamese fishing vessels (left) and VFRS vessels (right) in the disputed zones of the North Natuna Seas, January 2023–February 2023. Source: 
Indonesia Open Justice Initiative (IOJI, 2023a,b).
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3 Framing the post-2022 EEZ 
boundary line crisis in maritime 
diplomatic framework

Vietnam’s utilization of fishing fleets and maritime fisheries 
surveillance vessels corresponds to the maritime diplomatic literature of 
paragunboat diplomacy. This term is used to represent a sea-based 
diplomatic strategy of state actors in which maritime constabulary forces 
(fishing militia, fisheries surveillance, coastguards, maritime paramilitary 
agencies, etc.) are utilized as a non-coercive alternative to navies (Le 
Mière, 2014). States refrain from using navies as civilian fleets; it advances 
the chances to de-escalate tensions while displaying effective occupancy 
in contested waters (Le Mière, 2014; Putra, 2023). The term “paragunboat 
diplomacy” was coined by Le Miere to showcase a rising trend of civilian 
fleets being deployed at sea for diplomatic purposes.

Vietnam’s introductions seem unorthodox, but this trend should not 
be taken for granted. This study argues that the continuous use of such 
maritime diplomatic strategies is carefully planned, corresponding to the 
maritime diplomatic literature on the evolution of maritime-based assets 
to further a state’s national interests. The management of international 
relations in the context of the North Natuna Seas is convoluted. This has 
been a center of political and geographic divide among Southeast Asian 
states, as there is a rising tendency to view the seas as containing untapped 
resources that may benefit Asian policymakers. As Le Miere argued, in 
such situations, states tend to utilize their maritime assets to further a 
diplomatic purpose (Le Mière, 2014).

Nevertheless, this differs from the conceptual framework of gunboat 
diplomacy used in naval studies during the World Wars. In gunboat 
diplomacy, the focus of analysis is the utilization of navies to achieve a 
particular diplomatic goal pre-determined by the state (Cable, 1994; 
Tarriela, 2018). It conducts coercive actions to compel adversaries 
(Mahan, 1898; Till, 2018, 2022). This study argues that instances of 
gunboat diplomacy are less relevant in contemporary affairs. The tensions 
between Vietnam and Indonesia at the North Natuna Seas can 
be comprehended by bridging a more contemporary understanding of 
maritime diplomacy, one that transcends discussions on navies by placing 
the maritime asset of civilian fleets at the core of its analysis.

As seen in the recent trends between January and August 2023, 
Vietnam has prioritized the strategies of intrusions by its fishing fleets 
and the VFRS. Their active presence and growing numbers in the 
gray-zone areas of the North Natuna Seas indicate a consistent pattern 
of maritime diplomatic strategy to display effective occupancy. As seen 
in Figure 1, with the VFRS conducting maneuvers that intentionally 
aim to be present in contested waters, Vietnam is employing what this 
article terms paragunboat diplomacy. The use of civilian fleets allows 
for an innocent strategy of crowding the seas to take place. Because of 
that, the rising number of fleets intruding into Indonesian waters only 
represents Vietnam’s strong intent to refrain from utilizing navies as 
its primary maritime diplomatic strategy and prefer non-escalating 
maritime assets such as fishing fleets and fisheries surveillance vessels.

At this point, an essential question is why Vietnamese officials 
implement this strategy. As can be seen in Figure 1, the gray zone areas 
between Indonesia’s EEZ boundary line and its continental shelf are vast. 
This study argues that Vietnam is attempting to solidify its sovereign 
claims in the contested waters by making its maritime assets present in 
those vast seas. As the maritime diplomacy literature explains, a significant 
reason why states adopt paragunboat diplomacy is that it allows a display 
of de facto sovereignty (Le Mière, 2011; Le Mière, 2014). This is especially 
relevant post-2022, as Vietnam is expected to halt its intrusions with the 
conclusion of the EEZ boundary lines between Vietnam and Indonesia. 
However, on the contrary, this has not been the case. The lack of precise 
coordinates indicating the EEZ boundary line may be a substantial cause 
of this strategy. However, it is predicted that this is Vietnam’s grand 
strategy to display effective occupancy in contested waters. Therefore, 
having explicit EEZ boundary line coordinates would not halt Vietnam’s 
intentions to adopt maritime diplomatic strategies that indicate its 
presence at sea.

A second reason why paragunboat diplomacy is essential for 
Hanoi’s maritime diplomatic strategy is due to the tactical flexibility it 
offers. In the past, using navies offered a strategic solution to 
compelling adversaries. However, the use of maritime diplomatic 
strategies aimed to compel is no longer perceived as ideal. Another 
can easily protest states if navies are utilized to conduct unfriendly 
maneuvers at sea. Paragunboat diplomacy offers a better alternative in 

FIGURE 2

Vietnam fishing vessels in the disputed zones of the North Natuna Seas (August 2022–August 2023). Source: Indonesia Open Justice Initiative (IOJI, 
2023a).
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the context of maritime diplomacy. By utilizing fishing fleets and 
fisheries surveillance vessels, Vietnam is deterring any possibility of 
escalated conflicts. This is due to the military flexibility it has by using 
such civilian fleets, compared to the static strategies that could 
be utilized with the use of navies. This is important for Vietnam, a 
claimant state to the South China Sea. By paragunboat diplomacy, 
Vietnam can escalate and de-escalate tensions in seconds. The 
continuous presence of the VFRS in the first 8 months in the North 
Natuna Seas indicates that Vietnam officials are comfortable with their 
positioning in those gray zone areas. There is no urgency to claim 
contested waters boldly, but being present in those seas shows that 
Vietnam is not letting go of its claims. This is a vital component of the 
strategic reason why paragunboat diplomacy is ideal for Vietnam.

In alignment with the tactical flexibility is also Vietnam’s defensive 
posturing generated with the use of fishing fleets and fisheries 
surveillance vessels. The use of navies tends to generate a coercive 
intent among adversaries, and its utilization tends to be interpreted as 
having offensive intentions. Using civilian fleets, Vietnam displays 
defensive posturing to dominate with its actions at sea. Defensive as 
its fleets do not contain offensive weaponry that may be interpreted as 
having offensive intentions. In addition, with the use of civilian 
maritime assets, instances of escalation are doubtful. For the fishing 
fleets captured by Indonesian officials, most have been released with 
a warning, a fine, or the worst-case scenario being the sinking of those 
illegal ships (Purba, 2019; KKP, 2020; Aprian, 2021; Bakamla, 2021). 
For other civilian vessels utilized, the possibility of escalation only 
consists of scenarios in which ships ram one another or the capturing 
of boats. With the fact that these vessels do not comprise a high-end 
armory for offensive purposes, it is less likely that escalation of conflict 
will occur. This is contrary to the worst-case scenario if Vietnam 
deploys gunboat diplomacy in Indonesia’s North Natuna Seas.

With the framing of the recent crisis involving intrusions into 
Indonesia’s North Natuna Seas under paragunboat diplomacy, this 
perspective contributes to the growing literature on the maritime 
diplomacy of civilian fleets. Le Miere first termed paragunboat diplomacy 
to showcase the rising number of maritime paramilitaries utilized as a 
foreign policy tool in the past decade (Le Mière, 2011). Following that, 
Basawantara also used this term to make sense of the non-military forces 
being used by Indonesia (Basawantara, 2020). The findings of this study 
correspond to a previously published article discussing Vietnam’s 
maritime diplomatic strategies vis-à-vis the North Natuna Seas (Darwis 
and Putra, 2022; Putra, 2023). Recent developments indicate that 
Vietnam’s paragunboat diplomacy is employed not because of a lack of 
legal instruments to clarify the EEZ boundary lines between the two 
nations but because Therefore, this study confirms that despite recent 
agreements, the strategy of intrusions by Vietnamese fishing fleets and the 
VFRS is currently taking place and is predicted to continue, as it is part of 
Vietnam’s overall maritime diplomatic strategy to display effective 
occupancy in contested waters.

4 Conclusion and future directions

The empirical puzzle raised for this article is the growing instance of 
intrusions conducted by Vietnam fishing fleets and VFRS in the early 
months of 2023. This is problematic as Indonesia and Vietnam recently 
concluded the 12-year negotiation to finalize the EEZ boundary line 
between the two states, which has been a center of contestation in the past 
decade. Contrary to existing predictions, Vietnam has continued its past 

strategy of deploying its maritime constabulary forces in the gray zone 
areas of Indonesia’s North Natuna Seas.

This article argues that in comprehending this recent development, 
consultation with the maritime diplomatic framework can reveal 
important insights. Within this literature, the use of maritime 
constabulary forces in gray zone areas is interpreted as a state’s 
intention to showcase effective occupancy over areas of contestation. 
Consequently, Vietnam’s recent maneuvers at sea between January 
2023 and August 2023 indicate that it is attempting to display effective 
occupancy by deploying its civilian fleets. Within the literature, this is 
understood as paragunboat diplomacy. This form of diplomacy 
utilizes civilian maritime constabulary fleets (in the case of Vietnam, 
including fishing fleets and the VFRS). It intentionally operates in gray 
zone areas to display effective occupancy. A series of limited-coercive 
maneuvers are expected, as these maritime assets are utilized similarly 
to what academics term gunboat diplomacy during the past World 
Wars. A differentiating component, however, is that military fleets are 
not involved in countering harmful reactions to Hanoi.

The future possibilities in the gray zone areas of the North Natuna 
Seas seem grim. The recent developments show that the core issue 
between Vietnam and Indonesia in the gray zone areas relates to 
Vietnam’s maritime diplomatic intentions of effectively occupying 
areas of contestation. Therefore, despite concluding the 2022 EEZ 
boundary line, Vietnam cannot be expected to abandon its intrusions 
through its maritime constabulary forces. This is since Vietnam is 
attempting to be consistent with its maritime diplomatic strategy to 
crowd the seas using civilian fleets. Until the writing of this article, 
neither state had formally announced the coordinates of the EEZ lines, 
which could be  interpreted as a reason why intrusions took place 
months after the conclusion of the EEZ agreement. However, this 
article finds that possibility highly unlikely, as these recent 
developments, if framed in maritime diplomatic contexts, indicate a 
long-term projection plan among Hanoi policymakers in the North 
Natuna Seas to continue its intrusions to display effective occupancy.
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