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The war in Ukraine has provided a bleak backdrop for discussions about international 

security ever since the Russian invasion in February 2022. While the conflict has affected 

many aspects of security and defence in the Asia-Pacific, the region has its own dynamics, 

and important security-related developments have occurred there since the invasion. As 

the Asia-Pacific recovers from the impacts of the coronavirus pandemic, China’s economic 

and military power continues to grow. In response to the Chinese leadership’s increasingly 

determined rhetoric emphasising the inevitability of Taiwan’s ‘reintegration’ with the 

mainland, concerns have mounted over the threat posed to the island’s security. With the 

support of some European states, the United States and its close regional allies – Australia 

and Japan – have intensified their efforts to balance China by increasing and coordinating 

their military power and diplomatic efforts throughout what they call the Indo-Pacific. 

Many Asian states have, to a greater or lesser degree, remained ‘on the fence’ as relations 

have become increasingly strained between China on one side and the US and some of its 

allies on the other. Such ambivalence is evident in the strategic postures of India (despite 

its membership of the ‘Quad’ alongside Australia, Japan and the US), most Southeast Asian 

states and even South Korea, a major US ally. The latter has remained acutely focused on 

the threat from North Korea, which stepped up significantly its missile testing in 2022. 

In Southeast Asia, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member states 

have maintained the grouping’s consensus-based approach to regional political and secu-

rity challenges. However, continuing conflict across Myanmar – provoked by the February 

2021 military coup – has brought growing intramural strains.

THE WAR IN UKRAINE AND THE THREAT TO TAIWAN

This tenth edition of the annual Asia-Pacific Regional Security Assessment includes detailed 

discussion and analysis of major regional security themes by IISS experts. In their opening 

chapter, James Crabtree and Euan Graham argue that the war in Ukraine will likely have 

INTRODUCTION 
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long-term global ramifications, not least in the Asia-Pacific. They stress that ‘lessons must 

be drawn with caution’ – as much will hinge on the conflict’s outcome, and because the 

Ukraine war is primarily land-based, contrasting with the maritime nature of many potential 

Asia-Pacific flashpoints. Nevertheless, the war has provided a reminder that ‘unprovoked 

aggression and territorial conquest’ by major powers remains a risk; for this reason, the 

conflict has deepened perceptions of military threat in the region. This development, they 

write, may accelerate existing trends in the Asia-Pacific towards higher military spending  

(see Figure 0.1), faster military modernisation and efforts to develop national defence capa-

bilities. Moreover, the failure of Ukraine and the West to deter Russia’s invasion may lead 

the US and its international partners to rethink how they deter China, particularly with 

regard to its potential use of force against Taiwan. At the same time, Crabtree and Graham 

suggest that Russia’s apparently successful use of nuclear threats to deter direct Western 

military intervention in support of Ukraine may have ‘compounded existing doubts’ over 

the effectiveness of US extended nuclear deterrence in the Asia-Pacific. Crucially, they 

argue that the war has strengthened an already widespread conviction in the West that 

European security and Asia-Pacific security are linked. However, ‘fiscal constraints and the 

overwhelming need to focus on Ukraine’ mean that it is unlikely that European states or 

the European Union will be more ambitious in their approaches to the region ‘in the short 

to medium term’.

While the war in Ukraine has been a focal point of global attention and concern, 

China’s ever-growing power and increasingly assertive posture remain the leading 

long-term challenges to the existing international order, particularly in the Asia-

Pacific. As Nigel Inkster emphasises in his chapter, US–China relations have become 

ever more strained as a result of ‘trade and technology wars’, major frictions over 

Beijing’s stated determination to ‘reunify’ Taiwan with the Chinese mainland and 

related US efforts to strengthen ties with Taipei. However, he argues that China’s goal 
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of achieving ‘reunification’ with Taiwan 

in time for the centenary of the People’s 

Republic of China in 2049 ‘can only be an 

aspiration’. In Inkster’s view, claims by US 

military leaders that China may use mili-

tary force against Taiwan within the next 

several years seem to be based not on ‘firm 

intelligence’ but rather on an assessment 

of when China will possess the necessary 

military capabilities for such an operation. 

He argues that Chinese decision-making 

on the matter will be shaped not just by an 

assessment of military capability but also 

by a consideration of likely US and allied 

non-military reactions – notably in terms 

of the potential impact of economic and 

financial sanctions on China. As Inkster 

states, ‘military defeat or a pyrrhic victory 

could prove terminal’ for the Chinese 

Communist Party’s (CCP’s) hold on power. 

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

there has been much international spec-

ulation over how the war might affect the 

likelihood and potential course of a conflict 

over Taiwan. Inkster makes the case that, 

despite Chinese military thinkers’ analyses 

of the implications of Western support for 

Ukraine and the reasons for Russia’s poor 

military performance, there is no evidence that the invasion and ensuing conflict have 

changed Chinese thinking about ‘the timescale or methodology for attacking Taiwan’. 

According to Inkster, Beijing’s view of Taiwan as an internal challenge has shaped its 

assessment that a Chinese use of force to regain the island would be utterly dissimilar to 

the Ukraine war. He notes that such an operation could take various forms, ‘ranging from 

a contested amphibious assault to concerted missile attacks and bombardments or a naval 

blockade’. While Inkster’s view is that it is ‘impossible’ to say whether Beijing will decide to 

use force against Taiwan, he also emphasises that such a decision has ‘become a function of 

the dynamic that has evolved between Beijing and Washington’. This point may help explain 

why the US has not abandoned its established policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ regarding 

whether it would intervene to defend Taiwan: Washington fears that a clear and public US 

commitment to come to Taiwan’s aid could precipitate the very Chinese action it seeks to 

deter. While US President Joe Biden stated three times between August 2021 and May 2022 

that the US was willing to defend Taiwan militarily, on each occasion, White House officials 

quickly denied that US policy towards its ‘One China’ policy had changed. Nevertheless, 

source: iiss, military balance+, 

milbalplus.iiss.org

Figure 0.1: Changes in selected Asia-Pacific defence budgets, 2008–22 

Constant-2015-US$ defence budgets, 2008–22 (2008 values = 100)
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with the intention of boosting Taiwan’s ability 

to defend itself, the Biden administration 

agreed to a series of major defence-equipment 

sales to the island, while official US contacts 

with Taiwan intensified after the administra-

tion issued new guidelines on the matter in 

April 2021. A visit to Taipei in August 2022 by 

Nancy Pelosi, then speaker of the US House 

of Representatives, accompanied by five 

Democratic Party  members of the House, trig-

gered a storm of protest from China that was 

accompanied by a set of People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) naval and air exercises around 

Taiwan, artillery live-firing into the Taiwan 

Strait, and missile test-firings into waters east 

of the island. However, Chinese attempts to 

intimidate Taiwan have become a normal feature of cross-strait relations. Notably, incur-

sions by Chinese military aircraft into Taiwan’s  Air Defence Identification Zone – which are 

widely interpreted as ‘grey zone’ tactics partly intended to erode the operational readiness of 

the island’s air defences – are increasingly frequent and large-scale: during 2022, there were 

more than 1,700 incursions by Chinese aircraft, an increase of approximately 80% compared 

to the previous year.1 

THE WIDER STRATEGIC CHALLENGE FROM CHINA 

China’s challenge to the existing Asia-Pacific order is, of course, much broader than its 

stated determination to ‘reunify’ with Taiwan. Its growing military power has been particu-

larly manifest in the naval sphere, as it deploys ships throughout the Asia-Pacific and even 

further afield. This activity is a focus of the chapter by Nick Childs. The author assesses 

that despite the Euro-Atlantic ‘storm’ caused by the war in Ukraine, it is ‘China’s rise that 

will in the long term continue to make the strategic weather’. Notably, the October 2022 US 

National Defense Strategy focuses on China as the ‘pacing challenge’ for the US military 

establishment. Childs notes the June 2022 launch of China’s third aircraft carrier, which he 

refers to as ‘a major step in the transformation of the PLAN’s [PLA Navy’s] overall capa-

bilities and aspirations’. In parallel with China’s relentless production of new surface ships 

and submarines has been its development of important anti-ship weapons, notably the 

DF-21D and DF-26B anti-ship ballistic missiles, sometimes referred to as ‘carrier killers’, 

and the YJ-18 cruise missile. Moreover, in April 2022, China was reported to have tested a 

hypersonic missile. These new Chinese weapons pose an increasingly significant threat to 

the United States’ and its allies’ naval operations in Asia-Pacific waters. Moreover, they are 

supported by ‘increasingly comprehensive’ intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance 

networks, including space-based and underwater systems (a development generally seen 

across the Asia-Pacific but particularly in China), which provide a formidable targeting 

capability that is likely to be further enhanced by artificial intelligence.

A pilot in the cockpit of a F-16V fighter during an air-force 
preparedness drill in Chiayi, Taiwan, 5 January 2022 

(Ceng shou Yi/nurPhoto via Getty images)
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What makes Childs’s chapter particu-

larly important is the new light he casts on 

the region’s shifting naval balance. He identi-

fies three phases of twenty-first-century naval 

competition in the Asia-Pacific. The first phase 

saw a striking rise in naval investment and 

capability development, particularly by China. 

In the second phase, beginning around 2014–15, 

the PLAN’s dramatic capability developments 

began to mature; ambitious naval plans on the 

part of the US and some of its regional allies, as 

well as India, also began to deliver results. In 

the third phase, dating approximately from the 

start of the present decade, the defence strate-

gies of Australia, Japan and the US have seen 

a change in tone. While the Chinese fleet has expanded and moved towards true ‘blue-water’ 

capabilities, the US and its most important regional allies have increased their naval funding 

and readiness; importantly, these efforts are ‘coalescing in ways that could facilitate a shift in 

the naval balance in their favour’. Childs also highlights an intensification of European naval 

efforts in the region, particularly by the United Kingdom and France, which ‘could make a 

significant contribution in concert with the greater commitment of other regional players’. In 

sum, while China’s maritime power ‘has never been greater’, ‘the US and its allies and partners 

may be clawing back some significant advantages’.

Not all forecasts of China’s growing strength and capabilities turn out to be accurate. 

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which was launched in 2013, initially seemed poised 

to pose a major challenge to the established international order, particularly in the Asia-

Pacific, due to its potential to improve China’s access to ‘dual-use’ (civilian–military) 

strategic infrastructure and simultaneously enmesh Beijing’s economically weaker client 

states in alleged ‘debt traps’. However, it has failed to live up to its anticipated potential as 

an important instrument of China’s international power. As Meia Nouwens writes in her 

chapter, far from being an impressive example of Chinese statecraft characterised by ‘stra-

tegic, coordinated, plan-driven and target-oriented action in pursuit of clear, long-term 

goals using the tools of the state and operated by a unitary actor through directed steps’, 

the reality of the BRI’s implementation over the last decade has been less than impressive. 

Nouwens agrees with the authors of a review essay on China’s BRI, who argue that it and 

its related initiative, the Digital Silk Road (DSR), might be seen more accurately as instru-

ments of the CCP’s ‘partycraft’, intended to promote a ‘campaign-style mobilization’ that is 

able to ‘create bursts of energy and overcome bureaucratic inertia’.2 Implementation of the 

BRI has proven uncoordinated, while ‘debt-trap’ diplomacy is, according to Nouwens, a 

myth unsupported by empirical evidence. China’s 99-year lease on the port of Hambantota 

in Sri Lanka did not result from Colombo defaulting on a Chinese loan but rather from long-

standing national economic problems. Indeed, she suggests that Beijing itself may have 

‘been caught in a debt trap of its own making’: nearly 60% of China’s overseas loans are 

Chinese Ambassador to Cambodia Wang Wentian with Cambodian 
Minister for National Defence Tea Banh at a ground-breaking 

ceremony at Ream Naval Base near Sihanoukville, 8 June 2022 

(Pann bony/AFP via Getty images)
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currently held by countries considered to be in financial distress. Consequently, Nouwens 

maintains that China is likely to reduce significantly – or even halt – BRI-related lending. 

Although the PLAN has used Hambantota and the BRI-linked port of Gwadar in Pakistan 

– and despite the fact that China is reportedly building a naval facility at Ream Naval Base 

in Cambodia – there is no sign that Beijing has used the BRI to develop the region-wide 

network of dual-use naval logistics facilities that some observers had anticipated. 

Moreover, Beijing has shifted its emphasis away from the heavy-infrastructure projects 

initially emphasised in the BRI towards what Nouwens refers to as ‘global digital invest-

ment’ through the DSR. China has also launched several new initiatives – including the 

Global Initiative on Data Security – which Nouwens argues is directed at what she refers 

to as the ‘Global South’. These new initiatives appear to be intended to build on BRI 

and DSR investment by promoting ‘Chinese narratives and norms’. Meanwhile, the US, 

European Union, Japan and other actors have launched their own strategic infrastructure 

initiatives – aimed particularly at the Asia-Pacific – with the intention of providing alter-

natives to Chinese investment. Although the funding for these initiatives does not match 

that provided by China during the BRI’s early heyday, their fortuitous timing may provide 

their sponsors with ‘a soft-power opportunity’.

JAPAN’S DETERIORATING SECURITY ENVIRONMENT: CHINA, RUSSIA AND NORTH KOREA

Despite both the trajectory of the Asia-Pacific naval balance and developments in the 

sphere of infrastructure investment suggesting that the strategic tide may not be turning 

altogether in Beijing’s favour, the strategic challenges posed by China to the existing order 

in the region are tangible and seem likely to persist as long as the CCP remains in power 

and the country’s economic expansion continues. As Robert Ward and Yuka Koshino 

argue in their chapter on Japan’s security and defence policy under Prime Minister Kishida 

Fumio, Japan takes the Chinese challenge seriously. They identify three important triggers 

for Tokyo’s growing concern: President Xi Jinping’s strengthening rhetoric about China’s 

intention to ‘reintegrate’ Taiwan; China’s ‘territorial needling’ around the Senkaku/

Diaoyu islands, which Japan controls and China claims; and China’s fast-growing military 

spending. Ward and Koshino stress that Taiwan’s security has been a particularly important 

concern for Tokyo since the previous administration of Suga Yoshihide (2020–21), noting 

that Kishida’s assertion at the 2022 IISS Shangri-La Dialogue that ‘Ukraine today may be 

East Asia tomorrow’ underlined this concern. They also emphasise that China’s response 

to Pelosi’s visit to Taipei in August 2022 – which included the firing of ballistic missiles into 

waters within Tokyo’s exclusive economic zone – highlighted the close linkage between 

the security of Taiwan and that of Japan, as well as the vulnerability of the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

islands and the strategic importance of the Nansei Islands to the west of Taiwan.

China, though, is not the only challenge to Japan’s security. As Ward and Koshino make 

clear, relations with Russia have worsened since early 2022 because of Tokyo’s immediate 

alignment with the other members of the G7 in condemning and imposing sanctions in 

response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Bilateral talks over the Russian-occupied ‘Northern 

Territories’ (comprising four islands claimed by Japan) have stalled, leading to a hardening 

of Tokyo’s position. The strengthening of China–Russia strategic relations (seen, for example, 
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in the joint patrols by the Chinese and Russian 

air forces close to Japan in November 2022) 

has also concerned Tokyo. More worrying for 

Japan, though, was North Korea’s intensified 

missile-testing programme during 2022: as 

Ward and Koshino note, Pyongyang launched 

‘around 90 cruise and ballistic missiles’ – the 

record for a single year. However, while in 

March 2022 North Korea ended its self-im-

posed moratorium on testing nuclear devices, 

a year later it had failed to conduct its 

much-anticipated seventh nuclear test. 

ASIAN AMBIVALENCE AMID  

STRATEGIC RIVALRY

A significant cross-cutting feature of the 

Asia-Pacific strategic environment remained 

evident during 2022 and the first half of 2023: 

the preference of many regional states to try 

to avoid taking sides in the growing confron-

tation between the US (supported by its 

Western allies) on one side and China (and, 

less importantly, Russia and North Korea) 

on the other – the latter group comprising 

powers that seek to revise if not overthrow 

the existing regional order, which is often 

characterised as ‘rules-based’. Interested 

Western governments and observers often 

anticipate that traditionally non-aligned 

states in the region will inevitably prioritise 

what may appear to be their long-term secu-

rity interests by aligning more closely with 

the US and the West as their confrontation 

with China and other revisionist powers 

intensifies. Although there has been some 

indication of movement in this direction, 

there is no region-wide trend towards align-

ment with the US.

Australia stands out in the region because 

of its population (still largely European in its 

ethnic origins), its lively liberal democracy 

and, crucially – notwithstanding its long-term 

investment in developing strong economic, 

Country 1 2 3 4 5 6

Australia      

Bangladesh      

Bhutan      

Brunei      

Cambodia      

China      

India      

Indonesia      

Japan      

Laos      

Malaysia      

Maldives      

Mongolia      

Myanmar*      

Nepal      

North Korea      

Pakistan      

Philippines      

Singapore      

South Korea      

Sri Lanka      

Thailand      

Timor-Leste      

Vietnam      

 Yes  No  Abstention

Table 0.1: Asian countries' votes on Ukraine-related UN General 
Assembly resolutions, 2022–23

1. resolution es-11/1 demanding russia withdraw forces from Ukraine and reverse recognition of Donetsk and  

 Luhansk people’s republics, 2 march 2022

2. resolution es-11/2 demanding again russian forces’ withdrawal, and condemning attacks on civilian populations  

 and infrastructure, 24 march 2022

3. resolution es-11/3 suspending russia’s membership of the Un Human rights Council, 7 April 2022

4. resolution es-11/4 declaring russia’s claimed annexations of the Donetsk, Kherson, Luhansk and Zaporizhzhia oblasts  

 invalid under international law, 12 october 2022

5. resolution es-11/5 calling for russia to pay war reparations to Ukraine, 14 november 2022

6. resolution es-11/6 calling for a ‘comprehensive, just and lasting peace in Ukraine’ and demanding again russian forces’  

 withdrawal, 23 February 2023

source: Un Digital Library, digitallibrary.un.org 

*myanmar’s votes reflect its ambassador to the Un being aligned with the ousted democratic government rather than with the 

military one that has de facto replaced it.
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political and security links throughout Asia 

– its strategic alignment with the West and 

particularly the US through a bilateral alli-

ance. This security relationship has been 

underscored by the trilateral AUKUS security 

arrangement, which also involves the UK and 

has as its primary initial goal the provision of 

a nuclear-submarine capability to Australia. 

This capability will constitute an essential 

part of Australia’s effort to expand its military 

power – specifically its long-range capabilities 

– in response to what it assesses to be a deteri-

orating regional security environment, largely 

due to China’s growing military power and 

strategic extroversion. In mid-March 2023, the three AUKUS governments announced details 

of Australia’s nuclear-submarine programme, clarifying that the Royal Australian Navy is 

expected to receive its first ‘SSN–AUKUS’, a trilaterally developed submarine incorporating 

technology from all three countries (including cutting-edge US submarine technologies), in 

the early 2040s. In addition, starting in the early 2030s, pending US congressional approval, 

the US will sell to Australia up to five Virginia-class submarines.3

No regional country has closer security ties with the US than Australia. Notably, India 

has participated more fully in the Quad (as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, the regional 

security dialogue also involving Australia, Japan and the US, is now usually called) since 

2020 following a deterioration in India–China relations after armed clashes along their 

un-demarcated land border in the Galwan Valley. However, India’s refusal to condemn 

or sanction Russia in response to its invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 (Table 0.1 high-

lights India’s abstentions on Ukraine-related UN General Assembly resolutions) was 

disappointing from a Western perspective and seemed to vindicate the scepticism of some 

observers about the extent to which New Delhi is willing to move away from its tradition-

ally non-aligned posture. It raised the important question of whether, if its foreign policy 

was at odds with the West elsewhere, India could still play a significant burden-sharing 

security role in the Indian Ocean region (in the face of a growing Chinese challenge there) 

and thereby support the Indo-Pacific strategies of the US and its allies. Over the following 

year, the answer to this question seems to be a cautious affirmative. Despite New Delhi 

maintaining a largely uncritical stance towards Russia’s behaviour in relation to Ukraine 

(which is partly explained by India’s heavy reliance on Russian arms supplies), the country 

has continued to play a full role in the Quad. In March 2022, Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

participated in a virtual summit of Quad leaders, while in May and September he joined 

in-person summits in Tokyo and Washington DC, respectively. In March 2023, India hosted 

a meeting of Quad foreign ministers. And, significantly, as Nick Childs notes in his chapter, 

India is coordinating its naval activities more closely with its Quad partners.

Although a formal ally of the US, South Korea under its former government led by pres-

ident Moon Jae-in pursued security-related policies that diverged significantly from those 

The three AUKUS leaders – Australian Prime Minister Anthony  
Albanese, US President Joe Biden and UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak – 

meet at Naval Base Point Loma in California, US, 13 March 2023 

(tayfun Coskun/Anadolu Agency via Getty images)
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of the US in at least three important areas. 

Under Moon, Seoul’s posture towards North 

Korea was more accommodating than that of 

Washington, emphasising dialogue, peaceful 

coexistence and economic incentives even 

after the failure of talks on denuclearisation 

between then US president Donald Trump 

and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un in 

2019. The Moon administration also showed 

itself reluctant to mend relations with the 

other US ally in Northeast Asia, Japan, despite 

their common interest with Washington in 

deterring North Korea. Moreover, the Moon 

administration followed an approach of 

‘choice avoidance’ in its relations with the 

US and China, developing a ‘strategic coop-

erative partnership’ with Beijing alongside 

its alliance with the US.4 It also established 

‘three noes’ (no deployment of new Terminal 

High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) 

missile batteries in South Korea; no trilat-

eral US–Japan–South Korea missile-defence 

system; and no trilateral US–Japan–South 

Korea security alliance) to appease Beijing. 

The Moon administration thought this was 

necessary partly because of a perceived need 

to encourage Beijing to act as a restraining 

influence on North Korea. However, the fact 

that South Korea’s economy depends heavily 

on exports to China (see Figure 0.2) also 

provided an important rationale for main-

taining close, cooperative ties with Beijing.

The election in May 2022 of President 

Yoon Suk-yeol, who had emphasised in 

his election campaign the need for a ‘comprehensive strategic alliance’ with the US and 

tougher policies towards North Korea and China, was widely expected to bring significant 

changes to Seoul’s regional security policies. However, the Yoon administration has not 

adopted a significantly tougher line towards Pyongyang. In his inauguration speech in 

May, the new president signalled South Korea’s willingness to present an ‘audacious initi-

ative’ to boost North Korea’s economy, providing the latter embarked on denuclearisation. 

Under Yoon, Seoul is trying to improve political and security relations with Japan. South 

Korea published its Strategy for a Free, Peaceful, and Prosperous Indo-Pacific Region in 

December 2022, which stated that with Japan, South Korea would ‘seek a forward-looking 

Figure 0.2: Selected Asia-Pacific trade with China and the US, 2021 

note: in the context of this figure, ‘China’ 

refers to mainland China only, excluding 

Hong Kong, macao and taiwan. 

source: observatory of economic 

Complexity, oec.world 
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partnership that supports our common inter-

ests and values’ and that improved relations 

with Japan were ‘essential for fostering coop-

eration and solidarity among like-minded 

Indo-Pacific nations’.5 In the same vein, 

in March 2023 Yoon stated that ‘Japan has 

transformed from a militaristic aggressor of 

the past’ into a ‘partner that shares the same 

universal values’.6 South Korea’s posture 

towards China has not changed significantly, 

however. Its Indo-Pacific strategy described 

China as a ‘key partner for achieving pros-

perity and peace in the Indo-Pacific region’ 

and pledged to ‘nurture a sounder and more 

mature relationship’.7 Yoon abandoned an 

election promise to deploy new THAAD missile batteries and has followed his predeces-

sor’s stance of avoiding involvement in any US-led regional missile-defence system. Seoul 

has also continued to distance itself from US positions on Taiwan: for example, Yoon refused 

to meet Pelosi when she visited South Korea after her trip to Taipei.8 Moreover, reflecting 

South Korea’s economic interests, Seoul has continued to avoid becoming enmeshed in US 

efforts to ‘decouple’ from China. 

Across Southeast Asia, strong traditions of non-alignment, flexible diplomacy and 

omnidirectional scepticism regarding major powers’ intentions have combined with 

economic self-interest to produce a sub-regional strategic culture characterised by a persis-

tent aversion to choosing between China and the US in strategic terms. Beijing’s assertive 

behaviour in the security sphere – notably in the South China Sea, where it has physically 

expanded for military purposes some of the features it occupies – has impacted the atti-

tudes of some Southeast Asian governments. Importantly, following May 2022 presidential 

elections that brought to power the new government led by President Ferdinand Marcos 

Jr, the Philippines – a US treaty ally and one of the rival territorial claimants to China 

in the South China Sea – has strengthened security relations with the US. The previous 

administration led by president Rodrigo Duterte had pursued closer relations with Beijing 

and sometimes adopted anti-American postures, including issuing threats to abrogate the 

Philippines–US Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA), agreed in 2014 and 

intended to provide a framework for revived bilateral security cooperation. Under Marcos, 

Manila’s relations with Washington have stabilised, and in February 2023 they announced 

plans to ‘accelerate the full implementation’ of the EDCA and expand the US military pres-

ence in the Philippines.9  

Elsewhere in Southeast Asia, governments have largely continued to avoid significant 

changes in their national strategic postures. For example, Vietnam – a country with a history 

of conflict with China and, in effect, Beijing’s most important rival in the South China Sea – 

has not shown great enthusiasm for developing the security dimension of its relations with 

the US and, meanwhile, has been looking forward to the positive economic impacts expected 

A Samsung plant that manufactures semiconductors – a key South Korean 
export to China – in Hwaseong, South Korea, 5 October 2022 

(seongJoon Cho/bloomberg via Getty images)
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to follow China’s return to normality after the 

removal of COVID-19-related restrictions. 

Tellingly, while China’s Comprehensive 

Strategic Cooperative Partnership with 

Vietnam is at the apex of Hanoi’s hier-

archy of international partnerships, the US 

languishes in the low-level ‘Comprehensive 

Partnership’ category, placing it in the same 

group as Brunei, Myanmar and South Africa, 

among other countries.10 Important changes 

in Hanoi’s leadership in late 2022 and early 

2023 are unlikely to affect Vietnam’s interna-

tional orientation significantly. Meanwhile, 

Singapore has remained a close military 

and economic partner of Washington and 

announced in March 2023 that it would 

purchase an additional batch of F-35B combat aircraft from the US.11 However, the city-state 

has eschewed alliance relations with the US, and in February Minister for Foreign Affairs 

Vivian Balakrishnan stated that it would not be a ‘proxy or a stalking horse for any super-

power’. He went on to reiterate that, like other countries in its region, Singapore did ‘not 

wish to be forced to choose sides’.12 Such caution over the potential costs of closer alignment 

with one or another superpower continues to dominate the outlooks of many – even most – 

Asian governments. Largely because of their specifically vulnerable national predicaments 

in relation to Chinese pressure on their territorial claims, some states – notably India and 

the Philippines – have shown tentative signs of closer alignment with the US. However, 

there remain limits on alignment in every case, particularly in the economic sphere; these 

apply even to Washington’s closest Asian ally, Japan, which, while increasingly concerned 

over Beijing’s regional behaviour, has continued to value economic cooperation with China, 

shown by Tokyo’s engagement in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(which came into effect at the start of 2022).

ASEAN AND THE CONFLICT IN MYANMAR 

Of course, not all security concerns in the Asia-Pacific involve rivalries and tensions 

between states. Some – particularly those in South and Southeast Asia and in the South 

Pacific – are focused at the domestic level. The final chapter in this volume analyses the 

armed conflict in Myanmar, which has emerged since the military coup there in February 

2021 as the most potentially consequential violent internal dispute in Southeast Asia. The 

conflict is both long-running – in that some of the country’s ethnic minorities have been 

in rebellion against the central government since the country became independent in 

1948 – and relatively new because, since the most recent coup, it has also involved large 

numbers of supporters of the so-called National Unity Government, which is opposed to 

the State Administration Council (SAC) installed by the Myanmar Armed Forces. As Aaron 

Connelly and Shona Loong explain in their chapter, since the coup, 310 of Myanmar’s 

Philippines President Ferdinand Marcos Jr speaking at the 126th anniversary of the 
Philippines Army’s founding, at Fort Bonifacio in Metro Manila, 22 March 2023 

(ezra Acayan/Getty images)
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330 townships (third-level administrative divisions) have experienced armed violence, 

resulting in the largest humanitarian crisis in Southeast Asia since the end of the Cold 

War. The authors’ analysis points to seven distinct conflict theatres, which they group into 

three broad categories: ‘borderland resistance strongholds’, where ethnic armed organi-

sations (EAOs) collaborate with newly formed anti-SAC forces; ‘central contested areas’, 

where anti-SAC forces have been fighting with relatively little support from EAOs; and 

‘non-aligned areas’, where EAOs hold territory but stand aloof from the broader resistance 

to the coup. 

Myanmar’s coup and its violent aftermath prompted a range of responses interna-

tionally. Most Western countries imposed sanctions, though to little practical effect. Some 

Asia-Pacific countries were less hostile to the military regime, with Bangladesh, China and 

India seeking to ‘build bridges to the SAC’. Australia, Japan and South Korea condemned 

the coup but have been ‘reluctant to completely isolate the junta’. Developments in 

Myanmar have created a major problem for the governments of other Southeast Asian 

states and for ASEAN, which since 2007 has claimed ‘centrality’ for itself as the main 

force for regional cooperation in Southeast Asia and also the wider Asia-Pacific. ASEAN 

has faced important challenges in living up to this role, having been notably unable, for 

example, to foster a coherent Southeast Asian response to China’s activities in the South 

China Sea over the last decade. Following the 2021 coup in Myanmar, the foreign ministers 

of ASEAN’s nine other member states quickly called for a ‘return to normalcy’. In April 

2022, these countries’ leaders met the chairman of Myanmar’s SAC, Senior General Min 

Aung Hlaing, in Jakarta and agreed a ‘Five-Point Consensus’ calling, most importantly, 

for a ceasefire and an ASEAN-sponsored dialogue aimed at securing a ‘peaceful solution’. 

As Connelly and Loong point out, while the Five-Point Consensus has so far failed to 

achieve its explicit objectives, it has successfully bridged a divide among ASEAN members 

between those favouring isolating the military regime and those arguing for closer engage-

ment with it. However, national elections planned by the regime for late 2023 could reopen 

divisions over Myanmar within ASEAN and more widely, as some governments may view 

them as ‘an opportunity to turn the page’ while others may see them as justification for 

stronger sanctions.

CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION

With the range and seriousness of pressing security challenges in the Asia-Pacific being as 

great as they have been since the end of the Cold War – and with the calamity of the war 

in Ukraine serving as an ongoing case study of what can happen in a worst-case scenario 

where defence and diplomacy fail – the responsibilities of those charged with maintaining 

peace and security in the region are huge. Keeping open channels of communication 

between policymakers and those who may influence policy constructively will be critical 

if defence and security establishments in the region are to play their parts effectively. The 

IISS Shangri-La Dialogue, which will convene for the 20th time in June 2023, has proven 

vital in facilitating such communications through both its public and private elements. It 

was on the sidelines of the Shangri-La Dialogue in 2022 that the US and Chinese defence 

chiefs met in person for the first time and agreed to more talks. As ever, the IISS intends 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has given rise 
to the most significant military conflict in 

Europe since the end of the Second World War. 
Its effects have reverberated around the Asia-Pacific, 

providing lessons on the nature of potential future 
armed conflict in the region and prompting geopolitical 

realignments that could substantially alter elements of the 
regional balance of power. 

DIPLOMATIC AND STRATEGIC LESSONS
The diplomatic response to the conflict has revealed a series of global geopolitical fault lines and 
raised issues from the potential use of nuclear weapons and the effectiveness of deterrence to the use 
of pre-emptive intelligence disclosure in the run-up to conflicts.

OPERATIONAL AND TACTICAL LESSONS
The war offers potentially important lessons for future conflicts in Asia, in areas including maritime 
security, information warfare, logistics and military capacity-building, among others. 

GEOPOLITICAL IMPLICATIONS AND THE REGIONAL BALANCE 
Russia’s military fortunes in Ukraine have implications for its status as an Asia-Pacific security actor. Its 
rapidly deepening relationship with China and its changing military ties to countries like India and 
Vietnam could affect the regional balance of power. 

THE US AND EUROPE IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC
The Ukraine war has sharpened concerns about the ability of the United States and its European 
partners to manage commitments in both the Euro-Atlantic and Asia-Pacific theatres.
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Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio 

used his keynote address at the 19th IISS 

Shangri-La Dialogue in June 2022 to deliver a 

warning about Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 

arguing that ‘Ukraine today may be East 

Asia tomorrow’.1 Since the conflict’s outbreak 

in February 2022, defence establishments 

across the Asia-Pacific have watched it closely 

to glean operational and strategic lessons 

and assess consequences for the global and 

regional balance of power. This chapter 

provides a preliminary analysis of those 

lessons and consequences. The fact that the 

war is ongoing means any lessons must be 

drawn with caution; its implications, both in Europe and in the Asia-Pacific, will depend on 

whether Russia or Ukraine is ultimately seen to have prevailed. Moreover, there are obvious 

differences between the two theatres, not least the fact that the conflict in Ukraine is largely 

land-based while many Asia-Pacific flashpoints are maritime in nature. Broadly speaking, 

however, the lessons offered by the Ukraine war that are relevant to Asia-Pacific states may be 

divided into four categories. Firstly, there are diplomatic and strategic lessons – regarding the 

role of deterrence, nuclear signalling, capacity-building and intelligence disclosure. Secondly, 

there are operational and tactical lessons, including in the maritime and information domains. 

Thirdly, there is the geopolitical impact of the war with respect to Russia’s ties to India and 

China. In the case of the latter, there are also possible implications with respect to Taiwan. 

Finally, there is the likely impact of the war on the Asia-Pacific strategies of the United States 

and larger European countries, including France, Germany and the United Kingdom. 

DIPLOMATIC AND STRATEGIC LESSONS

Linkages between European and Asia-Pacific security were being asserted in Western policy 

debates long before Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.2 The war has generally strengthened such 

convictions, including concerns about international precedent regarding the future use of mili-

tary force and territorial annexation. However, it has also sharpened pre-existing concerns about 

the ability of the US and its European partners to apportion finite defence resources between 

the Euro-Atlantic and Asia-Pacific regions. A few non-aligned countries in the region, notably 

Singapore, have drawn links between Russia’s actions and their own defence security – and 

have therefore supported sanctions against Moscow.3 Japan and South Korea – both US allies – 

sent logistical and humanitarian support to Ukraine (see Table 1.1).4 Australia and New Zealand 

went further, providing defence equipment (in Australia’s case) and training to Ukrainian 

forces.5 Although Seoul has not sent arms to Ukraine, in 2022 it concluded a US$5.8 billion deal 

to sell 180 K2 tanks, 212 K9 self-propelled howitzers and 48 FA-50 jet aircraft to Poland.6 

Asia-Pacific countries’ varying stances on the war came to light at the United Nations 

via a number of Ukraine-related resolutions, including one in early March 2022 criti-

cising Russian ‘aggression’ that passed with backing from 141 states.7 Many in the region 

(roslan rahman/AFP via Getty images)

Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio addressing the  
IISS Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, 10 June 2022
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abstained, including China, India, Laos, Mongolia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. 

Generally, most states in South and Southeast Asia have hedged their positions and are 

wary of criticising Moscow. A number of countries, including Cambodia, China, India 

and Indonesia, have sent humanitarian aid to Ukraine. However, there is also sympathy 

in some regional security establishments for the Russian position that NATO’s eastward 

expansion constituted a strategic provocation to Moscow, alongside distrust of Western 

motivations and actions, including military support for Ukraine.8 

Although fought with conventional weapons, the war in Ukraine has raised significant 

questions relating to nuclear weapons, with implications for the Asia-Pacific. Moscow’s 

Country Assistance provided

Australia Australia has provided A$475 million (US$317m) in military assistance to Ukraine. This includes 90 Bushmaster IMV 
armoured utility vehicles, 28 M113AS4 armoured personnel carriers and demining equipment, six M777A2 155mm 
towed artillery and howitzer ammunition, anti-armour ammunition and weapons, tactical decoys, uninhabited 
aerial and uninhabited ground systems, rations and medical supplies, as well as other ammunition and missiles. 
Australia will also train Ukrainian troops in the United Kingdom in 2023.

Australia has further provided A$65m (US$43m) in humanitarian assistance to Ukraine, as well as 70,000 tonnes of 
coal and 60 pallets of medical supplies and other personal protective equipment.

New 
Zealand

In May, August and November 2022, New Zealand announced three separate deployments of personnel to the 
UK to train Ukrainian military personnel. New Zealand has provided NZ$22.19m (US$13.78m) worth of military 
fuel, access to commercial satellite imagery, weapons, and ammunition procurement, as well as an additional 
NZ$12.78m (US$7.94m) in humanitarian aid for Ukraine.

Japan As of January 2023, Japan had pledged or contributed around US$703.12m worth of humanitarian aid to Ukraine, 
including generators, medical supplies, food and recovery funds. It has also provided Ukraine with civilian vans and 
other supplies of unspecified value.

South 
Korea

In 2022, South Korea provided a total of US$100m worth of aid to Ukraine, including generators, vaccines and 
medical equipment. In 2023, another US$130m in humanitarian aid is pledged.

China In March 2022, China announced a humanitarian aid package worth CNY5m (US$822,000) for Ukraine via the Red 
Cross Society of China, plus another CNY10m (US$1.64m) worth of humanitarian supplies to Ukraine.

Pakistan Pakistan sent 7.5 tonnes of humanitarian cargo to Ukraine in June 2022. It had previously sent 15 tonnes of 
humanitarian aid to Ukraine in March 2022.

Mongolia In April 2022, Mongolia announced a humanitarian aid package worth US$200,000 for Ukraine.

Vietnam In May 2022, Vietnam announced US$500,000 in humanitarian aid for Ukraine, to be provided through the 
Ukrainian Red Cross and UN agencies.

Singapore In June 2022, Singapore announced humanitarian assistance consisting of nine ambulances and two fire engines, 
as well as an assortment of firefighting protective gear, rescue equipment, mine detectors and medical supplies,  
to aid Ukraine.

India As of September 2022, India had sent over 97.5 tonnes of humanitarian aid to Ukraine in 12 separate consignments.

Cambodia In January 2023, Cambodia, in cooperation with the Japanese government, trained a group of Ukrainian deminers.

source: iiss

Table 1.1: Major pledges of assistance to Ukraine by non-NATO Asia-Pacific governments
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repeated nuclear threats set an ominous prec-

edent at odds with the Soviet Union’s largely 

responsible approach to nuclear doctrine.9 

The threat of a nuclear confrontation with 

Russia – personally reinforced in a warning 

issued by Russian President Vladimir Putin 

on the eve of the invasion – is likely the most 

important consideration that has prevented 

NATO countries from undertaking a direct 

combat role in Ukraine.10 Nuclear deter-

rence has worked in Russia’s favour in this 

regard. Notably, however, Ukraine has not 

been deterred from attacking military targets inside Russia, nor have NATO states and 

other countries been discouraged from offering increasingly potent weapons systems to 

Ukrainian forces, although they have supplied arms with caution.11 

China has publicly expressed its opposition to the use of nuclear weapons and nuclear 

threats in Ukraine.12 The significance of these declarations is unclear, given that Russia 

would determine nuclear-weapon use according to its own calculus. Viewed more broadly, 

Moscow’s aggression can be seen as one element of a broader challenge to the existing 

global order posed by a ‘triple entente’ of geographically contiguous authoritarian states – 

China, North Korea and Russia. This growing alignment is particularly concerning given 

that all three states possess nuclear weapons. Based on the precedent established by Russia 

in Ukraine, in a future crisis or war both China and North Korea could be tempted to 

issue their own nuclear threats to ward off third-party intervention. For China, this could 

apply to contingencies involving Taiwan, which – like Ukraine – has no formal security 

guarantees from the US. In general, the war’s momentum appears to be driving closer rela-

tions between not only Russia and China but also Russia and North Korea.13 In December 

2022, Washington accused Pyongyang of directly supplying arms to the Wagner Group, a 

Russian private military company operating in Ukraine.14 

The failure to deter Russia’s invasion is likely to lead to a re-examination of the United 

States’ (and its partners’) approaches to China as they seek new methods to deter Beijing 

– including over the use of force against Taiwan.15 This development could have a positive 

influence on regional stability providing US allies and partners are persuaded to increase 

investment in conventional defence capabilities.16 Conversely, Russia’s nuclear threats over 

Ukraine may have compounded existing doubts about the long-term viability of the United 

States’ extended nuclear-deterrence framework in the Asia-Pacific. In January 2023, Yoon 

Suk-yeol became the first sitting South Korean president to warn publicly that Seoul could 

develop its own nuclear weapons in extremis.17 Seoul’s strategic anxiety should be read 

primarily as a response to North Korea’s accelerating nuclear-weapons and ballistic-missile 

capabilities.18 However, Russia’s nuclear brinkmanship and its erosion of nuclear taboos 

adds further pressure to the global non-proliferation regime, including in Northeast Asia.

Ukraine’s military successes suggest a further, potentially preventive lesson for the 

Asia-Pacific: Western military training and capacity-building efforts – as provided to 

(michael m. santiago/Getty images)

A UN General Assembly special session takes place at the UN headquarters in New
York City, US to discuss two resolutions related to the conflict in Ukraine, 23 March 2022
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Ukraine after 2014 – can bear strategic fruit. While media attention has focused on the 

provision of weapons systems since the invasion,19 Ukraine’s armed forces benefitted from 

US- and UK-led training, equipment and skills transfer in the pre-war phase, thus fore-

stalling a rapid Russian fait accompli in 2022. Ukraine may come to be seen as one of 

the most successful cases in recent history of military capacity-building prior to full-scale 

hostilities – with potential lessons for Taiwan.20 In this regard, developments in Ukraine 

contrast starkly with those in Afghanistan, where the Western-trained and -equipped 

Afghan National Security and Defence Forces promptly collapsed following the depar-

ture of Western forces from the country. While some commentators have complained that 

Ukraine has drawn military assistance away from Taiwan and other US regional partners 

and therefore undermined deterrence, post-Afghanistan, military-assistance programmes 

in the Asia-Pacific might have been less politically supportable in the US absent the galva-

nising experience of Ukraine.21

Finally, many in the Asia-Pacific will learn from the successful pre-emptive intelligence-based 

assessments of the US and its security partners – and their public disclosure – which highlighted 

Russia’s aggressive intentions and its pre-invasion military build-up.22 This was a high-risk 

strategy for Western governments given the reputational consequences had Russia’s build-up 

turned out to be a bluff, or had the disclosures themselves changed Putin’s mind about mounting 

an invasion. The fact that these warnings were proven accurate spurred a robust diplomatic 

response in Europe – despite the scepticism of some European NATO member states’ govern-

ments right up to the invasion.23 Reportedly having discounted Western warnings, some Asian 

governments were caught off guard by the invasion and had to hurriedly evacuate diplomatic 

staff and nationals.24 The Ukraine war has helped to rehabilitate the international credibility of 

Western intelligence organisations, which had been seriously hampered by intelligence failures 

in the lead-up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Although Western intelligence-based warnings did 

not prevent Russia’s invasion in February 2022, a clear lesson for would-be aggressors in Asia 

is that large-scale military preparations are virtually impossible to disguise, with surprise very 

likely to be unattainable except in the case of small-scale operations. As a result of the Ukraine 

experience, pre-emptive intelligence disclosure is likely to be factored into the Asia-Pacific strat-

egies of the US and its allies – for deterrence purposes but also with a view to shaping the 

diplomatic environment during a major regional security crisis. 

OPERATIONAL AND TACTICAL LESSONS

The war in Ukraine has yielded a multitude of military lessons at the operational and 

tactical levels. While many are specific to the geography of Ukraine, a few are transposable 

to other regions. One example is Ukraine’s ability to adapt its military strategy and tactics 

to changing battlefield circumstances while integrating a diverse plethora of donated 

equipment. Following announcements by the German, UK and US governments (as well 

as others) in January 2023, the Ukrainian army is now in line to receive three different 

Western-made main battle tanks (MBT) – the UK’s Challenger II, the US-made M1A2 Abrams 

and the German-made Leopard 2A6 – adding to the ex-Soviet tanks it currently operates (as 

well as a number of new T-90 MBTs captured from Russia).25 Some Challengers and Leopards 

have already arrived in Ukraine, with deliveries of Abrams to start later in 2023. Ukraine’s 
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eclectic stock of MBTs provides an extreme 

example of the integration and logistics chal-

lenges it faces, though the long-term trend 

points towards the country adopting NATO-

standard equipment across its inventory. This 

ability to integrate mixed-origin equipment 

– and its experience of the process of tran-

sitioning away from Russian/Soviet designs 

– is likely to be of interest to India, Vietnam 

and some other countries in Southeast Asia. 

The war in Ukraine has been predom-

inantly fought on land and it is in this 

domain that the conflict’s outcome is most 

likely to be decided. That said, the naval 

war in the Black Sea, although some way off the war’s centre of gravity, arguably has 

more relevance for many Asia-Pacific countries, not least because instances of actual 

naval combat on any scale have been rare in recent history. The naval war has featured a 

Russian blockade of Ukrainian ports and the use of sea mines by both sides. Most strik-

ingly, in April 2022, Ukraine sank the flagship of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet, the cruiser 

Moskva, with coast-based, domestically developed Neptune anti-ship missiles. Moskva is 

the largest warship to be sunk in combat since the Falklands War in 1982. In October 

2022, Ukraine also mounted a long-range strike against Russia’s fleet base at Sevastopol 

in Crimea using small low-observable remote surface vessels. Ukraine recaptured the 

strategically located Snake Island despite losing most of its small navy in the early stages 

of the conflict. While ships and submarines from Russia’s Black Sea Fleet have continued 

to launch missiles into Ukraine with relative impunity, the naval war has demonstrated 

the viability of improvised, asymmetric ‘sea-denial’ capabilities and served as a reminder 

of the potential vulnerability of surface ships to land-based missiles. These are important 

considerations for force concepts and force design that will be of relevance to several 

armed forces in the Asia-Pacific, including those of China and the US. 

Turkiye’s ability to control naval movements through the Bosporus Strait during wartime, 

under the 1936 Montreux Convention, has become relevant in the Ukraine conflict – a reminder 

of the strategic importance of choke-point straits and the leverage that third-party littoral states 

can bring to bear through legal as well as military instruments.26 Ukraine’s partial success in 

countering Russia’s blockade during 2022 required a subtle blend of diplomatic and military 

pressure, demonstrating that non-combatants – in this case including the US and its partners 

– can exert meaningful influence through non-military means.27 Russia has conducted unop-

posed amphibious operations to support its offensive against the port of Mariupol on the Sea 

of Azov.28 More significantly, however, Russia has not attempted landings anywhere along 

Ukraine’s Black Sea coast, despite Odesa being earmarked as one of Moscow’s original military 

objectives.29 The various elements that have shaped the naval war in Ukraine are all potentially 

relevant to the Asia-Pacific, where blockade is widely assumed to be one of China’s most likely 

actions – against Taiwan directly, or against smaller features in the South China Sea.30 

(Dan Peled/Getty images)

A Bushmaster vehicle bound for Ukraine is loaded onto a C-17A 
transport aircraft at RAAF Base Amberley, Australia, 8 April 2022



27WAr in UKrAine AnD tHe AsiA-PACiFiC bALAnCe oF PoWer

One clear lesson from the battlefields of 

Ukraine that is being absorbed by Taiwan’s 

armed forces, among others in the Asia-Pacific, 

is the importance of reserves for regenerating 

combat forces during a protracted conflict.31 

Without its effective reserve structure, 

Ukraine’s armed forces would have strug-

gled to adjust to the early loss of experienced 

personnel, which in turn would have made it 

much harder to launch rapid offensive oper-

ations in areas like Kharkiv and Kherson.32 

The logic here is broadly similar to the impor-

tance of maintaining a ‘deep magazine’ of 

munitions stocks – a need highlighted by the 

prodigious consumption rates of both sides in Ukraine, particularly with regard to artillery. 

However, trained soldiers, sailors and air-force personnel are much harder to reconstitute 

than equipment once hostilities commence unless reserves are already in place. In late 

December 2022, Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen referenced Ukraine when she announced 

a force-realignment plan, extending the minimum term of conscription in Taiwan from four 

months to one year and creating a ‘standing garrison force’.33 

For several of Asia’s smaller countries and armed forces, the difficultly of resupply 

is likely to be compounded by the far greater distances involved compared to those in 

Europe. For some, their circumstances mean exclusive reliance on seaborne and airborne 

supplies. The risk of regional armed forces being obliged to fight for the duration with the 

forces and stocks in place from a conflict’s outbreak is significantly greater than in Ukraine, 

which has benefitted enormously from land borders with NATO countries. Before the war, 

this vulnerability had already been acknowledged, with Australia for example seeking to 

increase investment in onshore weapons storage and production.34 The war in Ukraine 

has further underlined the importance of a national defence-industrial base for winning a 

protracted, high-intensity conflict. It has also highlighted the related risk that the United 

States’ defence industries may not be able to meet the demands of its allies, especially if 

there are concurrent conflicts occurring in different regions.35

Finally, in addition to kinetic exchanges on the battlefield, Ukraine’s information-warfare 

techniques are certain to be studied and perhaps widely emulated, including in Asia. This 

has emerged as another notable and perhaps unexpected strength of Ukraine, helping Kyiv 

to garner and maintain international support at the level of the general public as well as 

among elites. President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s personal leadership style and commitment 

to public communication has clearly been a singular asset in this regard, as was the pre-war 

existence in Ukraine of a large advertising industry, which the government has been able to 

mobilise in order to prosecute a sophisticated communications strategy, making highly effec-

tive use of social media. The Ukrainian government’s mastery of the information domain has 

been augmented by a mass of online supporters and sympathisers – adding a spontaneous 

and self-organising dynamic to Ukraine’s information operations.36 

(Lam Yik Fei/bloomberg via Getty images)

Speaking at a press conference in Taipei, Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen 
announces the extension of military service in Taiwan, 27 December 2022
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Russia’s information-warfare efforts have 

appeared clumsy, antiquated and self-defeating 

by comparison, though Moscow continues to 

invest in disinformation and misinformation 

campaigns that find some purchase internation-

ally, including in the Asia-Pacific.37 Ukraine’s 

success in the information domain suggests that 

this could actually be an area of comparative 

advantage for democratic systems (over author-

itarian systems) under the unifying conditions 

of an unprovoked external attack, in sharp 

contrast to the peacetime trend of open societies 

more often appearing vulnerable to informa-

tion warfare. If this is indeed a conclusion from 

Ukraine, it should be of particular interest to 

Taiwan and South Korea with regard to their 

relations with China and North Korea respec-

tively, where in both contexts the information 

‘battlespace’ is already well developed and 

where – akin to the Russia–Ukraine dynamic 

– relations are characterised not simply by the 

dichotomy between democracy and dictator-

ship but also by a high degree of linguistic and 

cultural familiarity.

GEOPOLITICAL IMPLICATIONS AND THE REGIONAL BALANCE 

Russia’s military fortunes in Ukraine have implications for its status as an Asia-Pacific 

security actor. Its military power has been degraded due to battlefield attrition, while organ-

isational weaknesses and incompetence have been exposed. As Russia is an Asia-Pacific 

power, these developments will impact the conventional military balance in the region. It 

remains militarily active in its Far East region, where activities in 2022 post-invasion have 

included conducting exercises in the southern Kuril Islands38 and mounting long-range 

aviation and naval deployments in the vicinity of Japan, South Korea and, occasionally, 

further into the Western Pacific.39 Some of Russia’s Pacific units have already been deployed 

to Ukraine, raising the possibility that its regional military posture (or at least its ground-

force elements) will become hollowed out as the conflict continues.40 

Beyond its own defence requirements, Russia’s regional influence has long rested on 

its role as an energy and weapons exporter. Moscow’s strongest defence-supplier relation-

ships in the Asia-Pacific are with India and Vietnam, alongside others including China, 

Indonesia, Malaysia and Myanmar.41 While China imports weapons from Russia, the value 

of those imports has generally decreased in recent decades, meaning Beijing is rarely reliant 

on Moscow for supplies.42 By contrast, India’s and Vietnam’s diplomatic caution over the 

Ukraine war – indicated by abstentions on Ukraine-related UN votes – is likely influenced 

Indonesian President Joko Widodo meeting his Ukrainian counterpart Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy in Kyiv and Russia’s Vladimir Putin in Moscow, 29 and 30 July 2022

(L: volodymyr tarasov/ Ukrinform/Future Publishing via Getty images. r: Contributor/Getty images)

Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov meets his Indian 
counterpart Subrahmanyam Jaishankar in New Delhi, 1 April 2022

(indian ministry of external Affairs/Handout/Anadolu Agency via Getty images)
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by their ongoing dependence upon Russia 

for imported equipment (see Figure 1.1).43 

Moscow’s position as a prime supplier was 

already under pressure prior to the invasion, 

as its partners sought more diverse sources of 

equipment. For instance, for many decades 

Hanoi bought almost all its weapons systems 

from Russia; in the five years to 2021, this 

proportion fell to two-thirds.44 The conflict 

in Ukraine will likely accelerate this trend in 

Vietnam, India and other regional countries. 

Russia’s weak performance in Ukraine has 

also undermined the reputation of its armed 

forces, while the difficulties it has encoun-

tered in replenishing its forces have generated 

supplier-reliability concerns.45 In addition, 

Western sanctions have made it much harder 

for Russian contractors to source components 

– a development that will hamper future  

deal financing. 

The aftermath of Moscow’s invasion has 

generated difficult questions for India’s stra-

tegic positioning between Russia and the 

West. New Delhi and Moscow have long 

enjoyed a ‘Special and Privileged Strategic 

Partnership’.46 More recently, as its concerns 

about China have grown, India has drawn 

closer to the West.47 In the Asia-Pacific this 

is seen via its membership in the Quad 

grouping alongside Australia, Japan and 

the US. Many in Western capitals assumed 

these ties would lead New Delhi to join in 

the international condemnation of Moscow’s 

actions. Instead, Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi stuck to a carefully calibrated strategy, 

avoiding criticism of Russia and abstaining in 

UN votes (see Figure 1.2, for example). India 

has also been robustly critical of assumptions 

regarding its stance on the conflict, especially 

from European capitals.48 

India’s position on the Ukraine war  also reflects a calculation of strategic interests. 

India and Russia share some geopolitical assumptions, including support for a future 

multipolar global order featuring a less dominant US. Putin made a rare visit to New 

source: iiss

Figure 1.1: Selected equipment operated by India’s and Vietnam’s 
militaries by country of origin, 2002–22 
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Delhi in late 2021 designed to shore up bilateral ties. India welcomed Russian Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov for a high-profile visit in April 2022. New Delhi continues to assess 

China to be its primary security threat and is particularly concerned by the risk of further, 

more intense clashes in disputed areas along India’s long Himalayan border. A future 

confrontation with China would be especially challenging for India without supplies of 

Russian arms. Viewed from New Delhi, any Russian defeat in Ukraine would be likely to 

push Moscow and Beijing closer together. Maintaining ties with Moscow might blunt that 

risk by providing Moscow with options for geopolitical partnership beyond its reliance 

on Beijing. India has also benefitted from purchases of discounted Russian oil since the 

invasion of Ukraine.49

New Delhi’s ambivalent reaction to Russia’s invasion rekindled doubts among Western 

strategists about both India’s reliability and its willingness to be part of a balancing 

coalition against China.50 These concerns should not be overplayed, however. Excessive 

reliance on Russian arms curtails India’s strategic autonomy with respect to China, a fact 

many policymakers in New Delhi recognise. Russia’s share of Indian arms imports had 

already dropped from a recent high of 77% in 2018 to around one-third in 2021.51 India has 

reportedly suspended plans to purchase Russian systems, including helicopters. Delays 

to some existing weapons orders, including temporary hold-ups for a batch of S-400 

surface-to-air missiles, have raised reliability concerns.52 Although New Delhi currently 

remains reliant on Russian equipment, it is likely to try to reduce its dependence over 

time, both by seeking alternative suppliers and by boosting domestic defence produc-

tion wherever practicable.53 India’s patience with Russia has its limits too: in December 

2022, Modi cancelled a planned meeting with Putin following concerns in New Delhi over 

Russia’s war conduct.54 

Yes No Abstention

Total
Asia-Paci�c

countries
37

28

1

8

On 2 March 2022, the United Nations General 
Assembly overwhelmingly voted in favour of a 
resolution demanding that Russia immediately 
cease its military operations in Ukraine

©IISS
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Russia’s deepening relationship with China since the invasion of Ukraine also carries 

potentially far-reaching strategic implications. Chinese President Xi Jinping and Putin 

unveiled a manifesto for broader cooperation in February 2022. The document stated: 

‘Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no “forbidden” areas of coopera-

tion.’55 In the conflict’s early stages, political leaders in Europe and the US harboured hopes 

that China might be persuaded to distance itself from Russia. Indeed, Washington launched 

various diplomatic overtures, first asking China to dissuade Russia from invading and 

then attempting to dissuade Beijing from sending military equipment to support Russia’s 

war aims.56 Beijing, however, generally refused to condemn Moscow. Although China has 

mostly avoided providing to Russia the kind of material and military support that might 

trigger US-led sanctions,57 in January 2023 the US imposed sanctions on a Chinese company 

for allegedly supplying satellite imagery of Ukraine for use by the Wagner Group, via a 

Russian third party.58 Media reports subsequently alleged that Chinese companies were 

supplying defence equipment to Russia, including via trans-shipment through third coun-

tries.59 China has called for peace talks while blaming the West and NATO expansion for 

starting the war.60 

Russia’s invasion has at times strained bilateral ties with China. While Beijing has 

provided diplomatic support at the UN, it is still not clear to what extent China’s leader-

ship supports Russia’s war aims.61 There has been debate within China’s ruling elite about 

how much Beijing should embrace or distance itself from Moscow.62 China’s dilemma 

relates in part to Beijing’s long-standing declaratory support for claims of national terri-

torial integrity, while Russia’s weak battlefield performance has also put Beijing in the 

awkward position of supporting a military operation that has failed to achieve its central 

objectives. China is also concerned about Putin’s nuclear brinkmanship.63 Moreover, 

Figure 1.2: Asia-Pacific countries' votes on UN General Assembly Resolution ES-11/1 (‘Aggression against Ukraine’),  
2 March 2022

source: Un Digital Library, digitallibrary.un.org
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existing Sino-Russian pledges to co-develop new technological capabilities have made 

little progress and are now likely to be further hampered by sanctions and export controls 

on semiconductors and other technologies.

Whatever qualms Xi may harbour about Putin’s modus operandi in Ukraine, Beijing’s 

bottom line is that it does not want to see Russia defeated or Putin replaced by a new 

Russian leader less amenable to Chinese interests.64 Despite occasional bilateral strains, 

China and Russia have also deepened their partnership in several ways since the start of 

the war. In economic terms, sanctions have forced Russia to increase its dependence on 
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Map 1.1: China and Russia: military cooperation activities, 2022
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its neighbour, which now consumes a larger 

portion of Russian energy exports.65 Military 

cooperation has also deepened (see Map 

1.1). In May 2022, the two countries flew a 

joint bomber sortie close to Japan, signalling 

displeasure at a leader-level Quad summit 

being held in Tokyo on the same day.66 In 

early November 2022, they flew bombers to 

each other’s air bases for the first time during 

joint military exercises, hinting at future 

reciprocal access arrangements that could 

extend their respective operational reach in 

the Northwest Pacific.67 The two countries 

have also conducted joint live-fire exercises 

in the East China Sea, while the People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) participated in Russia’s Vostok 2022 military exercises.

Asia-Pacific leaders remain concerned that Russia’s actions in Ukraine have lowered 

the threshold for armed conflict in Asia – an argument clearly embraced by Japan’s Prime 

Minister Kishida. Such worries centre most obviously on China and the prospect that 

Beijing might be emboldened to use armed force against Taiwan or its other neighbours. 

China’s willingness to pressure Taiwan militarily has grown in 2022 and early 2023, most 

clearly evident in its military response to then-speaker of the US House of Representatives 

Nancy Pelosi’s visit to the island in August 2022. Assessing Beijing’s strategic intentions 

with any precision remains difficult, however. 

At one level it seems reasonable to conclude that Russia’s battlefield frustrations in 

Ukraine would give pause to those in Beijing who might be mulling military adventures of 

their own. Chinese officials rarely comment on such matters in public, however, so there 

is little conclusive evidence as to how Russia’s ‘special operation’ against Ukraine will 

affect the odds of any possible future Chinese invasion of Taiwan. Instead of focusing on 

the potential for China to engage in military adventurism, it may be more profitable to 

examine the broader developmental lessons that the PLA might take from the performance 

of Russia’s and Ukraine’s armed forces. In many cases those lessons are likely to support 

existing PLA priorities and modernisation plans, for instance concerning the importance 

of developing greater expertise in combined arms or joint operations, and how to integrate 

new technologies in innovative ways.68 The onus placed on new technologies – such as 

drones – in Ukraine also chimes with China’s existing modernisation plans.69 

THE US AND EUROPE IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC 

The administration of US President Joe Biden has long denied any tension between US 

activities in Europe and its aim of increasingly focusing resources on the Asia-Pacific and 

China. The US National Security Strategy published in October 2022 underlined China as 

Washington’s primary focus, as did the related National Defense Strategy released in the 

same month.70 Senior US officials claim that developments in Ukraine have not altered their 

A Chinese H-6 bomber landing at a Russian air base as part  
of the Russian-organised International Army Games, 2018

(Artyom Anikeev/stocktrek images via Getty images)
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focus.71 In many ways, Ukraine’s military 

success has bolstered the United States’ repu-

tation in the Asia-Pacific. Indeed, while the 

chaotic military drawdown from Afghanistan 

in 2021 dented perceptions of Washington’s 

competence, in contrast, the Ukraine war has 

highlighted US strengths in alliance manage-

ment, technological leadership, equipment 

provision and intelligence disclosure. When 

US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin noted 

in April 2022 that the US ‘want[s] to see Russia 

weakened’, the reasoning was presumably 

that Washington would then be more able 

to focus on China.72 Pushing back against 

Russia’s challenge to the international order 

could enhance the credibility of US security guarantees in Asia (although the opposite is 

likely to be the result if Ukraine loses the war despite US assistance). 

Nonetheless, the war risks distracting Washington from its focus on the Asia-Pacific. 

Ukraine is a drain on US finances, munitions and policy bandwidth. The US has reportedly 

ordered some of its military equipment stockpiled in South Korea to be moved to Ukraine.73 

Washington’s allies in the Asia-Pacific have long watched carefully for signals that the US 

may not be able or willing to deliver on its existing security guarantees. Successive US 

administrations have pledged greater US focus on and resources to the Asia-Pacific for 

more than a decade. That shift has happened slowly,74 although one senior US defence 

official recently predicted that 2023 would be ‘the most transformative year in US force 

posture in the region in a generation’.75 

For European powers, the war raises similar questions pertaining to US focus and 

resources, albeit on a much smaller scale in terms of military presence and assets that can 

be deployed to the region. France, Germany and the UK have unveiled strategies for the 

region, although these arguably appear less sustainable following the invasion of Ukraine. 

In March 2023 the UK published a ‘refresh’ of its 2021 Integrated Review of Security, 

Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, the security strategy that announced its ‘tilt’ 

to the Asia-Pacific. Echoing earlier statements from officials, the refresh underlined that 

the UK’s enhanced focus on the region will continue.76 Other European NATO members, 

most notably Germany, have pledged to increase defence spending. These promised steps 

could provide additional resources for security engagement in the Asia-Pacific. However, 

fiscal constraints and the overwhelming need to focus on Ukraine make it unlikely that 

European states will be able to develop more ambitious approaches to the Asia-Pacific in 

the short to medium term. In the face of fiscal pressures and competition for extra resources 

in Europe, the likes of the UK and France are more likely to focus on maintaining existing 

and planned commitments in the region.

The Ukraine war also has implications for US partners in the Asia-Pacific. NATO’s 

Madrid Summit in June 2022 was attended by the leaders of Australia, Japan, New 

US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin speaks at the launch of the 2022 
National Defense Strategy – which focuses on China as the ‘pacing challenge’ 

for the US despite the war in Ukraine – in Virginia, US, 27 October 2022

(Kevin Dietsch/Getty images)
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Zealand and South Korea.77 Their deci-

sion to engage NATO more closely reflects 

mutual concerns over China but also 

interest in understanding NATO’s response 

to Ukraine. NATO Secretary-General Jens 

Stoltenberg visited Japan and South Korea 

in January 2023, calling on the latter to do 

more to support Ukraine.78 Heightened 

perceptions of global insecurity following 

Russia’s invasion may be a contributing 

element behind increased defence spending 

among the United States’ regional allies 

and partners. However, this factor should 

not be overemphasised: Australia, Japan, 

South Korea and Taiwan were all on a path 

to higher defence spending before the Ukraine conflict, largely reflecting their percep-

tions of rising threats within the region. That said, Kishida has cited the Ukraine war as 

one of the justifications for his government’s commitment to doubling Japanese defence 

spending – to 2% of GDP – by 2027.79 

CONCLUSION 

Although geographically limited to Eastern Europe and the Black Sea, the war in 

Ukraine is a major inter-state conflict that is likely to have long-term global ramifica-

tions, including for the Asia-Pacific. One universal lesson is that unprovoked aggression 

and territorial conquest by major powers remains an active risk and a salient feature of 

international relations in the twenty-first century. Perceptions of military threat have 

thus deepened in the Asia-Pacific. While trends of higher defence expenditure in the 

region pre-dated Russia’s invasion, deepening feelings of insecurity, driven in part by 

the war in Ukraine, may now accelerate these trends and lead to faster military modern-

isation and capability development. Russia’s failure to achieve a quick victory in the face 

of Ukraine’s determined and competent defence – aided by substantial assistance from 

Western countries – has also emerged as a fact of the war’s first year. Russia has already 

paid a heavy price, on the battlefield and reputationally, while Ukraine’s civilian and 

military leadership has consistently outperformed expectations. If Ukraine ultimately 

prevails, it will provide a considerable boost for the existing rules-based order in both 

Europe and the Asia-Pacific. By contrast, if Russia achieves some measure of victory, 

Moscow’s gains in Ukraine will likely lead to a weakening of those same rules and norms 

in the Asia-Pacific, setting revisionist precedents from which China and North Korea are 

likely to benefit. While the war is unlikely to produce new flashpoints in Asia, it is already 

having direct impacts on regional strategic alignments, defence policies, doctrines and 

equipment-purchase decisions. Whatever else happens, the growing strategic interplay 

between the Asia-Pacific and the Euro-Atlantic looks likely to endure long after Russia’s 

conflict in Ukraine has concluded.

Leaders of NATO’s four Asia-Pacific partner countries – Australian Prime 
Minister Anthony Albanese, Japanese PM Kishida Fumio, then New Zealand PM 

Jacinda Ardern and South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol – with Secretary-
General Jens Stoltenberg at a NATO summit in Madrid, Spain, 29 June 2022

(Pierre-Philippe marcou/AFP via Getty images)
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US–China relations have become progressively more 
strained in the past decade, with each state increasingly 

convinced that the other is seeking to undermine it. 
This situation was thrown into stark relief during the Trump 

administration, which initiated the United States’ trade and technology wars with China and 
enhanced relations with Taiwan. While both countries are seeking to put a floor under their 
deteriorating relationship, the prospects for sustained improvement are remote given their 
differences in ideology, values and geopolitical ambitions.

NO CHANGE UNDER BIDEN
The Biden administration has not merely maintained the policies of the previous US administration: 
it has systematically sought to build alliance relations in the Indo-Pacific to constrain China’s room 
for manoeuvre.   

TECHNOLOGY WARS
The US president has also imposed major restrictions on the sale to China of advanced 
semiconductors – and the equipment required to manufacture them – in order to maintain US 
dominance in technologies deemed critical for national security. Decoupling is a reality, although 
its pace and impact remain unclear. 

TAIWAN: THE PLACE WHERE IT ALL COMES TOGETHER
Sino-American tensions have become focused on Taiwan, a critical source of advanced 
semiconductors, with Beijing perceiving Washington’s increased engagement with the island as 
hollowing out the United States’ long-standing ‘One China’ policy and reducing the prospects for 
peaceful reunification.  
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The US–China relationship has been 

characterised by cultural and political misper-

ceptions and mismatches of expectations 

ever since the two countries first came into 

contact in the mid-nineteenth century. The 

result has been a dynamic that has seesawed 

between periods of close approximation and 

intense antagonism. Even during the best of 

times, relations were never straightforward; 

as China has grown in wealth and power it 

has become increasingly competitive and 

confrontational, while the US perceives 

China’s rise as a threat to its global standing. 

The 2008 global financial crisis proved to 

be a major tipping point in the relationship 

as Beijing sought, not without justification, to blame Washington for failing to prevent it 

while overlooking its own role in precipitating the crisis through mercantilist behaviours 

that led to an unmanageable global savings glut.

The second major tipping point was the 2012 appointment of Xi Jinping as secretary-general 

of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Shortly after assuming office, Xi made it clear that China 

had effectively abandoned Deng Xiaoping’s policy of keeping a low profile (‘hide and bide’) 

in favour of a more assertive posture commensurate with the country’s growing wealth and 

power.1 Xi began promoting internationally the concept of a ‘Community of Common Destiny 

for Mankind’, a deliberately vague formulation first used in 2012 by then Chinese president 

and CCP secretary-general Hu Jintao that amounts to a significant revision of the post-Second 

World War US-led global order in ways favourable to China’s interests. Such a revision would 

include recognition of the validity of different political and values systems and would preclude 

the establishment of alliances and blocs based on shared political and values systems – a feature 

of the US-led global order.2 The trope that ‘the East is rising, the West is in decline’ began to 

feature in leadership speeches, reflecting the belief in historical determinism and Chinese excep-

tionalism that form the basis of ‘Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 

for a New Era’, an amalgamation of Marxism–Leninism with aspects of traditional Chinese 

concepts of statecraft.

While believing that the West (and particularly the US) is in terminal decline, Chinese 

leaders are also seized of the conviction that this decline may translate into ever more 

desperate actions by the US to maintain its hegemonic status. A particular concern is 

the threat of subversion through US attempts to encourage ‘peaceful evolution’ and to 

promote colour revolutions in authoritarian states. This concern was articulated by Hu in 

a 2011 speech in which he stated that ‘hostile foreign powers are intensifying strategies 

and plots to Westernize and divide our country, the ideological and cultural sphere is the 

focus sphere in which they conduct long-term infiltration’.3 This message was reiterated in 

a video produced by China’s National Defence University in 2013 with the title ‘Jiaoliang 

Wusheng – Silent Contest’, which focuses on the West’s supposed unremitting hostility 

Chinese President Xi Jinping and US President Joe Biden  
meet at the G20 summit in Bali, Indonesia, 14 November 2022

(saul Loeb/AFP via Getty images)
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to China and its determination to subvert it 

through the introduction of Western values.4 

Moreover, the CCP’s Central Party Document 

Number Nine, formally entitled ‘Briefing 

on the Current Situation in the Ideological 

Realm’, amounted to a comprehensive rejec-

tion of universal values.5

MATTERS COME TO A HEAD

After a long period during which both 

Washington and Beijing played down their 

differences, matters came to a head midway 

through the tenure of US president Donald 

Trump. Though Trump’s initial attitude to 

China was ambivalent, by the end of 2017 

his administration had published a National 

Security Strategy that described a new era of 

great-power competition and characterised 

China as the United States’ primary strategic threat. It was followed in 2018 by the 

imposition of 25% tariffs on some Chinese imports, with the threat of more tariffs to come. 

Washington’s behaviour was driven by frustration with Beijing’s perceived gaming of 

the international trading system to the detriment of the US economy, as well as China’s 

pervasive acquisition of US intellectual property (IP) both through industrial-scale cyber 

espionage and by compelling US and other Western companies to hand over proprietary 

technology as a condition of access to Chinese markets. Trump sought to address both 

the chronic US trade deficit in goods with China (see Figure 2.2) and the decline in US 

domestic manufacturing. According to a report by the Economic Policy Institute, the 

growing trade deficit with China resulted in the loss of 3.7 million US jobs between 2001 

and 2018.6 

Though arguably incoherent in both conception and execution, the Trump approach to 

China reflected a growing perception within the US policy community that engagement 

with Beijing had been a failure. Far from bringing China more in line with Western norms 

of behaviour and values, engagement was perceived as having empowered an authori-

tarian regime that was irremediably hostile to such norms and values in ways detrimental 

to US interests.7 China seems either to have been unaware of such sentiments or to have 

discounted them in the conviction that the gravitational pull of Chinese markets would 

prove irresistible to Western entrepreneurs and investors. And it was and remains the case 

that Silicon Valley and Wall Street are heavily invested in maintaining the best possible rela-

tions with China, for understandable reasons. In the case of the former, in 2020, 15 publicly 

traded US chip manufacturers derived, on average, 31% of their revenues from sales to 

China; in the following year, the US sold US$14 billion worth of semiconductors to China 

(see Figure 2.1).8 Also in 2021, major US financial institutions, including Goldman Sachs, 

Blackstone and JP Morgan, made substantial investments in China’s financial sector.9

note: in the context of this figure, ‘China’ 

refers to mainland China only, excluding 

Hong Kong, macao and taiwan.

source: enodo economics, 

 www.enodoeconomics.com

Figure 2.1: US semiconductor sales to China, 2016–21
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A Phase One trade agreement signed between the two countries at the beginning of 

2020 did little to address the underlying causes of tension, which were themselves a func-

tion of profound differences of ideology and values – differences that had always been 

present but which had been brought into sharp relief by China’s growing geostrategic 

ambitions. Nor would it prove to make a significant difference to the US trade deficit 

with China. Relations were further exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic, the effect 

of which on a hitherto buoyant US economy cast doubt on Trump’s re-election prospects. 

Thereafter relations entered what appeared to be an uncontrollable downward spiral: 

the US sanctioned China’s actions in Xinjiang and Hong Kong; imposed restrictions on 

Chinese technology companies, notably Huawei; promoted the concept of ‘clean’ networks 

(networks free from Chinese technology); restricted visas for Chinese students, journalists 

and CCP members; and closed China’s Houston consulate, which stood accused of acting 

as a collection hub within the US for stolen US technology. 

By the end of the Trump administration, senior US officials, including then-secretary of 

state Mike Pompeo and then-deputy national security adviser Matt Pottinger, were making 

speeches that sought to distinguish between the CCP and the Chinese people in ways that 

Beijing interpreted as a policy of regime change.10 The hawks in the Trump administration 

appeared determined to put US–China relations beyond any possibility of recovery. Meanwhile, 

Congress achieved a rare consensus on the need to get tough on Beijing, initiating a range of 

anti-China and pro-Taiwan legislation, an approach that was to continue under President Joe 

Biden. By late 2020, China’s leaders were convinced that the Trump administration – in a ‘final 

stage of madness’, to quote the state-backed Global Times11 – was using its last days in office to 

provoke Beijing, and it subsequently transpired that China feared the US military would seek 

to provoke the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) into launching an armed attack on US forces.12

Senior Chinese and US officials meet  
in Alaska, US, 18 March 2021
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NO CHANGE UNDER BIDEN

Chinese leaders did not expect the relationship to improve following Biden’s arrival 

in office. Veteran US watcher Yuan Peng, the president of the China Institutes of 

Contemporary International Relations – a respected think tank that is also the open-

source research institute of China’s Ministry of State Security – had provided the 

Chinese leadership with a series of analytical pieces on US–China relations in which 

he compared the US to the United Kingdom after the First World War: diminished 

and unable to exercise effective hegemony but still powerful enough to prevent any 

would-be competitor from displacing it.13 In the US–China context this analysis high-

lighted the risk that relations could tip over into confrontation. In an initially unreported 

exchange with a provincial cadre in early 2021, Xi referred to the US as the biggest threat 

to China’s security.14

Early interactions between Biden’s top national-security and foreign-policy staff and 

their Chinese counterparts amounted to little more than a recital of each country’s griev-

ances with the other. At a March 2021 meeting in Alaska between senior US and Chinese 

officials, in a departure from standard protocols, Secretary of State Antony Blinken 

upbraided China in front of the assembled press corps. State Counsellor Yang Jiechi 

responded by publicly accusing the US of abusing ‘so-called notions of national security to 

obstruct normal trade exchanges, and incite some countries to attack China’.15 The Chinese 

position was that the US should revert to ‘correct’ behaviour, with Beijing offering no 

concessions. Biden indicated that he was in no hurry to lift the Trump-era tariffs and tech-

nology restrictions. He stated in his first press conference as president that he would not 

allow China to become the world’s leading and wealthiest country.16 It became apparent 

that Biden, whose room for manoeuvre was limited by the hawkish stance of Congress and 
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the Republican Party, would essentially continue Trump’s policies but in a more struc-

tured and focused way (Figure 2.3 highlights the continuity in US legislation on China 

across the administrations). 

Over the course of 2021 China became progressively more vocal and specific in setting 

out its grievances with the US and demanding action to address them. In July 2021, then 

minister of foreign affairs Wang Yi told US Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman 

that ‘the US must not challenge, slander or even attempt to subvert the path and system 

of socialism with Chinese characteristics’.17 That same month, Vice-Foreign Minister Xie 

Feng presented Sherman with two sets of demands: a ‘List of US Wrongdoings that Must 

Stop’, and a ‘List of Key Individual Cases that China Has Concerns With’. These included 

demands that the US revoke visa restrictions on CCP members and their families; revoke 

sanctions imposed on Chinese leaders over Xinjiang and Hong Kong; cease suppressing 

Confucius Institutes; revoke the requirement for Chinese media organisations to register 

as foreign agents; and revoke the extradition request for Huawei’s chief financial officer, 

Meng Wanzhou (who is also the daughter of Huawei’s founder), whose detention on 

alleged breaches of US sanctions on Iran had become a cause célèbre.18

In March 2021 the Biden administration published its Interim National Security 

Strategy. In his introductory message, the president spoke of a world at an inflection 

point involving a contest between democracy and authoritarianism. He continued that for 

democracy to prevail at a global level the US would need to

build back better our economic foundations; reclaim our place in international insti-

tutions; lift up our values at home and speak out to defend them around the world; 

Figure 2.3: US legislation on China and Taiwan, 2018–22 

2018: the Taiwan Travel Act 
This act encourages and permits US officials 
at all levels to travel to Taiwan to meet their 
Taiwanese counterparts and permits high-
level Taiwanese officials to travel to the US 
and conduct meetings with US counterparts.

2018: the Asia Reassurance Initiative Act
This is a broad-ranging act dealing with 
US policy in the Indo-Pacific region, with 
a particular focus on the promotion of 
democracy, civil society, human rights, the 
rule of law and transparency. Though not 
expressly directed at it, China has seen this 
act as a provocation.

2019: the Taiwan Allies International Protection 
and Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI) Act 
Signed into law in 2020, this act aims to 
increase the scope of US relations with 
Taiwan and incentivise other states and 
international organisations to strengthen 
their official and unofficial ties with Taiwan.
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2019: the Hong Kong Human Rights and 
Democracy Act 
Signed into law following protests in 
Hong Kong against the introduction of an 
extradition law, this act requires the US 
State Department to determine annually 
whether Hong Kong retains enough 
autonomy from China to justify the 
favourable trading terms with the US it  
has enjoyed since 1997.

2021: the US Innovation and Competition Act
This act makes broad-ranging provisions 
to enhance US competitiveness in areas of 
technology where China poses a challenge 
to US dominance. The Chinese government 
has characterised it as a direct challenge 
and has threatened unspecified retaliation. 

2021: the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act
Signed into law in 2021, this act 
stipulates that all goods manufactured 
in China’s Xinjiang region are to be 

04
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considered the product of forced labour 
unless the Commissioner for US Customs 
and Border Protection determines 
otherwise. It also provides for sanctions 
on individuals who knowingly benefit 
from forced labour in Xinjiang. 

2021: the Taiwan Fellowship Act*
Also incorporated into the 2023  
National Defense Authorization Act, 
this act provides support for ten US 
federal-government employees per year 
to undertake two-year language and 
regional-issues studies in Taiwan. 

2022: the Taiwan Enhanced Resilience Act 
(formerly entitled the Taiwan Policy Act)
A version of this act, introduced to the 
Senate in 2022 by senators Marco Rubio 
and Chris Smith, was incorporated into 
the United States’ National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2023. It 
authorises US$10 billion in military aid 

07

08
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modernize our military capabilities, while leading first with diplomacy; and revitalize 

America’s unmatched network of alliances and partnerships.19 

These points were broadly repeated in the 2022 National Security Strategy released 

in November that year, which stated: ‘The People’s Republic of China harbors the inten-

tion and, increasingly, the capacity to reshape the international order in favor of one that 

tilts the global playing field to its benefit, even as the United States remains committed to 

managing the competition between our countries responsibly.’ The strategy also repeated 

the juxtaposition between democracy and authoritarianism.20

ALLIANCE RELATIONS 

Though the Biden administration placed the reinvigoration of US alliances at the heart of 

its security policy, it was Trump who initiated this policy – despite his professed disdain 

for alliances. His administration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, declassified in 2020 years ahead of 

normal schedules, advocated the creation of a latticework of alliance and partnership rela-

tions as a means to contain China. The strategy involved a reactivation of the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (the Quad), bringing together Australia, Japan, India and the US in a 

loose partnership. This grouping has subsequently held two summits, one virtual and 

another face to face. The Quad was first launched in 2007 and followed the four coun-

tries’ cooperative response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. However, the format did 

not progress in subsequent years due to Australian fears that China would see its existence 

as provocative. While its revival was made possible in large measure by India’s desire to 

develop closer links with the US to hedge against China’s more assertive posture – particu-

larly in the wake of the 2020 Sino-Indian border clashes – New Delhi has 

been at pains to ensure that the Quad presents itself not as a military 

alliance but as a means of ensuring security and 

stability in the Indo-Pacific region.21

   Another major alliance initiative 

by the Biden administration was 

the AUKUS pact, which aims 

(among other objectives) to 

provide Australia with 

(Kiboecontor via Pixabay)

for Taiwan 
(including 
US$2bn in annual 
grants for 2023–27), 
US$2bn in loans for arms, 
and a regional contingency 
stockpile for Taiwan of up to 
US$100 million a year in munitions  
for use in the event of a conflict.

2022: the CHIPS (Creating Helpful Incentives 
to Produce Semiconductors) and Science Act*
Signed into law in August 2022, this act provides 
for US$280bn to promote domestic research and 
manufacturing of semiconductors and related technologies. 
The act addresses the challenge posed by China to US technology 
dominance and is designed to enable decoupling in key areas of 
technology and to reduce dependence on Chinese manufacturing.

09

*Held in abeyance until incorporated into the 2023 national Defense Authorization Act

note: Years appearing before the title of a piece of legislation indicate when it was first 

introduced as a bill to Congress.
source: iiss
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nuclear-powered submarines. Washington’s 

maladroit handling of the initiative, which 

saw Canberra terminate a 2016 deal – worth 

US$60bn – with Paris to supply it with 12 

conventionally powered submarines, had the 

unintended effect of alienating France, a conse-

quential Indo-Pacific power in its own right.22 

The AUKUS project goes far beyond just the 

provision of nuclear submarines, which are 

unlikely to be operational until well into the 

2030s; it extends to uninhabited underwater 

vehicles, quantum sensing, artificial intelli-

gence (AI), cyber capabilities, hypersonic weapons and electronic warfare. The ultimate goal 

is to provide Australia with a comprehensive advanced defence-industrial capability such 

that it can meet its own defence requirements and contribute to wider regional security.23 

The Biden administration’s engagement with allies has contributed to public shifts in 

position by Japan and Australia, with leaders in both countries expressing concern regarding 

China’s more confrontational posture and identifying Taiwan as key to their national secu-

rity.24 The government of Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio aspires to double Tokyo’s 

defence budget – from 1% to 2% of GDP – by 2027 and, in a significant departure from 

decades of pacifism, to develop counterstrike capabilities.25 European states have also been 

encouraged by the US to undertake assertions of maritime rights and freedoms in waters 

claimed by China, namely the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait. Meanwhile, China 

has become a more pressing issue on the agendas of both the European Union and NATO. 

China’s relationship with the EU has undergone a significant deterioration since 2019, 

driven by Europe’s frustration over its restricted access to Chinese markets and China’s 

predatory efforts to acquire European technology. Values have also come to the fore, 

driven by China’s repressive policies in Xinjiang and Hong Kong, resulting inter alia in 

the European Parliament’s refusal to ratify a Comprehensive Agreement on Investment 

with China that had taken years to negotiate. Such collective decisions, however, mask 

significant disparities between individual EU member states over China policy, a situation 

Beijing has sought to exploit by urging Europe to exercise ‘strategic autonomy’ – code for 

divergence from US positions.26

More consequential than the EU’s changing policy has been NATO’s new focus on China. 

At a June 2021 summit, for the first time the Alliance acknowledged that ‘China’s stated 

ambitions and assertive behaviour present systemic challenges to the rules-based interna-

tional order’.27 A year later, NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept identified China, together with 

Russia, as a major strategic challenge. The Strategic Concept stated that NATO would

work together responsibly, as Allies, to address the systemic challenges posed by 

the PRC [People’s Republic of China] to Euro-Atlantic security and ensure NATO’s 

enduring ability to guarantee the defence and security of Allies. We will boost our 

shared awareness, enhance our resilience and preparedness, and protect against the 

(Zhang Xiaoyu/Xinhua/bloomberg via Getty images)

Quad leaders – Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese, 
US President Joe Biden, Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio and 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi – meet in Tokyo, 24 May 2022
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PRC’s coercive tactics and efforts to divide the Alliance. We will stand up for our shared 

values and the rules-based international order, including freedom of navigation.28

This shift in focus can be seen as a product of US efforts to indicate that continued 

American commitment to European security – NATO’s fundamental raison d’être – will 

henceforth be a function of the organisation’s willingness to provide concrete support for 

US objectives in the Indo-Pacific.

TECHNOLOGY WARS

Technology has become a critical issue area in US–China relations and one that is inex-

tricably linked with the other primary source of contention: Taiwan. Prior to the Trump 

administration, the US had adopted a broadly collaborative approach with regard to 

providing technology to China. This policy was to some degree based on a complacent 

and – as it proved – mistaken conviction that China could copy US technology but not 

innovate.29 The Trump administration’s efforts to constrain China’s technical development 

appeared to be somewhat haphazard and lacking in coherence but did serve to recognise 

and begin to address the challenges China presented. 

The United States’ initial focus was China’s efforts to become the dominant global force 

in fifth-generation (5G) mobile technology. This reflected the fact that China’s national tele-

communications champions Huawei and ZTE had assumed a globally leading position in 

5G manufacture and systems integration while the US, though responsible for much of the 

technology that enabled 5G, had nothing comparable to offer. Through a combination of 

applying pressure on US allies to exclude China from their 5G networks and denying the 

likes of Huawei and ZTE access to US technologies by placing them on the US Department 

of Commerce Entities List, the business models of these companies were substantially 

eroded, buying time for the US to concentrate on the development of alternative 5G solu-

tions, such as Open-RAN.30

The Trump administration applied a variety of instruments to constrain China’s tech-

nology development. Chinese technology companies were added to the Entities List on 

the basis that their technologies might have military applications. The result was that US 

companies wishing to export to these companies had to apply for an export licence – with 

a presumption of denial. Other measures adopted by the Trump administration included 

application of the Foreign Direct Product Rule, first introduced in 1959 to control trading 

of US technologies, to limit the amount of US technology in any given system that Chinese 

firms could acquire; a more rigorous application of Committee on Foreign Investment in the 

US (CFIUS) rules, to limit Chinese acquisitions of US technology companies; visa restric-

tions imposing limits on the number of Chinese graduate and research students and denying 

access to those with links to China’s civil–military fusion programmes; and law enforcement, 

in the form of an ill-conceived and since abandoned effort to identify and prosecute US-based 

academics involved in unauthorised research collaborations with Chinese institutions.31

The Biden administration’s early focus was addressing the United States’ own short-

comings through investment in human capital and the creation of incentives for US 

companies to ‘re-shore’ or ‘friend-shore’ manufacturing capabilities to reduce exposure 
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to China. The most egregious example of the 

latter policy was the CHIPS and Science Act 

of 2022, which made provision for US$280bn 

in spending between 2023 and 2027. Of this, 

US$200bn is slated for scientific research and 

development (R&D) and commercialisation, 

while US$52.7bn is allocated for semicon-

ductor manufacturing, R&D and workforce 

development. US$24bn is earmarked for 

chip production – in the form of tax credits. 

Moreover, US$3bn has been allotted for 

programmes focused on leading-edge tech-

nology and wireless supply chains.32 Other initiatives included persuading the Taiwan 

Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) to invest approximately US$40bn to 

build two advanced microprocessor foundries in Arizona.33 

Initially, Biden did little to impact the situation he had inherited from his predecessor, 

beyond adding some Chinese technology companies to the Entities List. However, a debate 

between his administration’s security and economic constituencies was, over the course 

of 2022, resolved in favour of the former. A series of statements by senior US officials 

followed. In May 2022, Blinken gave a speech at George Washington University entitled 

‘The Administration’s Approach to the People’s Republic of China’, stating that because the 

US could not change China, ‘so we will shape the strategic environment around Beijing’.34 

In September 2022, in a speech to the Special Competitive Studies Project established by 

former Google chairperson Eric Schmidt, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan identi-

fied export controls as a strategic tool of national security:

On export controls, we have to revisit the longstanding premise of maintaining ‘relative’ 

advantages over competitors in certain key technologies. We previously maintained a 

‘sliding-scale’ approach that said we need to stay only a couple of generations ahead. 

That is not the strategic environment we are in today. Given the foundational nature of 

certain technologies, such as advanced logic and memory chips, we must maintain as 

large of a lead as possible.35

The practical application of the approach outlined by Sullivan became clear the 

following month when the US Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security 

issued new rules restricting the sale of advanced semiconductors – and the equipment 

needed to make them – to Chinese entities. The rules restricted specifically the sale of logic 

chips with non-planar transistor architectures (i.e., FinFET or GAAFET) of 16 nanometres 

or 14 nm, or below; dynamic random-access memory (DRAM) chips of 18 nm half-pitch 

or less; and NAND flash memory chips with 128 layers or more.36 In effect, the US govern-

ment was not only making it impossible for China to acquire or produce semiconductors 

at the most advanced production nodes but also making it impossible for the country to 

maintain existing production at less advanced nodes.

A TSMC facility under construction in Arizona, US, 6 December 2022

(Caitlin o’Hara/bloomberg via Getty images)
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The new regulations targeted in particular the sale of advanced graphics processing 

units used to train and run AI algorithms and enable small-scale high-performance 

computing applications. As a result, they will significantly restrict China’s ability to 

become a major AI power. The new regulations also prohibited ‘US persons’ – not merely 

citizens or green-card holders but anyone resident in the US – from assisting China in the 

development of advanced semiconductors, a move that resulted in the immediate repatri-

ation of hundreds of US engineers working on projects in China. 

The new regulations, accompanied by a decision to place a further 31 Chinese 

companies on the Entities List, targeted a key Chinese vulnerability. For all the talk 

within China’s leadership of the need for technological self-sufficiency – a focus reit-

erated in Xi’s work report to the CCP’s 20th Party Congress – China has consistently 

lagged behind the most technically advanced economies in the production of advanced 

semiconductors, most of which are designed in the US and manufactured in Taiwan 

and South Korea. In early 2022, a report produced by Peking University’s Institute of 

International and Strategic Studies, which was removed from the internet after just 

a few days, assessed China’s competitiveness and weakness – relative to the US – in 

information technology, AI and aerospace. The report concluded that in the event of 

a technology decoupling between the US and China, both sides would lose but China 

would suffer more: ‘In the future, China may narrow the technological gap with the U.S. 

and achieve “autonomous control” in some key sectors. But China faces a long uphill 

battle surpassing the US in technology.’37

In recent years, China has spent in excess of US$100bn trying to stimulate its indig-

enous semiconductor industry, with at best mixed results.38 China’s flagship initiative 

for promoting indigenous semiconductor manufacture – the China Integrated Circuit  

Industry Investment Fund (CICF, also known as the ‘Big Fund’) – is a case in point. Set up 

in 2014 and backed by the Ministry of Finance, the Big Fund has received over US$40bn of 

capitalisation. A 2022 review conducted by Vice Premier Liu He confirmed that there was 

little to show for this investment. Those heading the fund are now under investigation for 

corruption. Notwithstanding this failure, it has been reported that the Chinese government 

is preparing an investment of US$143bn to develop China’s indigenous semiconductor 

industry, though this has not yet been officially confirmed.39

China’s efforts have not been totally without success. It has achieved significant 

progress in areas such as memory-chip design, produces substantial quantities of less 

sophisticated semiconductors (24 nm upwards) and has effectively cornered the global 

market in semiconductor assembly, testing and packaging. One of the country’s national 

champions, the Semiconductor Manufacturing International Corporation, has managed to 

produce semiconductors at the 7 nm node, although it has done so only in small quanti-

ties using a highly laborious process that is unlikely to prove commercially viable.40 These 

achievements being acknowledged, the US retains a stranglehold on the production of 

electronic design automation tools (EDAs), while the amount of US IP that informs the 

most advanced etching tools – extreme ultraviolet lithography (EUV) machines, for which 

the Dutch company ASML has a global monopoly – means that Washington is able to veto 

their export to China. 
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Even if China were able to circumvent 

the US embargo and acquire EUV machines, 

it would still need to address a shortage of 

skilled workers. It would also lack access to a 

complex supply chain of chemicals that have 

to be refined to the highest levels of purity, 

as well as valves, pipes, lenses and mirrors 

machined to the highest levels of precision 

(99.9999% is the industry standard). These 

considerations would apply in the event 

that China was, by invading Taiwan, able to 

secure control of TSMC, whose ‘pure-play’ 

foundries (foundries that only manufac-

ture to clients’ designs) account for roughly 

50% of global semiconductor production.41 This share rises to 92% in the case of the most 

advanced production nodes.42 In 2020, the US and China accounted for 60% and 20% of 

all TSMC sales, respectively.43 The fact that the TSMC foundries are situated just 150 kilo-

metres off China’s coastline has led to speculation that the opportunity to acquire them 

might constitute an incentive for Beijing to invade sooner rather than later. However, for 

the reasons outlined above, that is an unlikely prospect and fails to consider what are likely 

to be the real drivers for Beijing to take such action – China’s perception that the recovery 

of Taiwan is necessary to restore a sense of national honour impugned by the ‘century of 

humiliation’ and, more pragmatically, the CCP’s need to be seen by the Chinese people 

to deliver on its commitment to realise the ‘great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’. 

Conversely, Taiwan’s globally dominant role in semiconductor production has been cited 

by Taiwanese leaders as a reason why the US and its allies would have to intervene to 

prevent China’s occupation of the island – the so-called ‘silicon shield’ – a perception that 

is likely to prove equally misplaced.44 Beijing may well conclude that if it cannot benefit 

from the TSMC foundries then no one can, and that without them China would still be in a 

relatively strong global position by virtue of its ability to manufacture lower-end semicon-

ductors at a scale others cannot match.

The effectiveness of the United States’ new technology-containment measures will 

depend on Washington’s ability to persuade other major Western technology powers to 

apply similar sales embargoes. For example, though the precise details have yet to be 

announced, both the Netherlands and Japan have agreed to match US restrictions and it has 

become clear that this outcome was never in serious doubt. However, it remains to be seen 

whether other states, notably South Korea, will follow suit. US technology companies are 

manifestly unhappy with the new measures, which will deprive them of significant reve-

nues and have implications for their ability to invest in innovation. While the US has seen 

the beginnings of a move away from ‘fabless’ semiconductor production – which has seen 

design taking place in the US and manufacture outsourced overseas – towards indigenous 

manufacture, the limited scale of these efforts means they are unlikely to prove an effective 

substitute for current arrangements. Nor will it be straightforward to decouple from the 

TSMC headquarters in Hsinchu, Taiwan, 12 October 2022

(bloomberg via Getty images)
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US–China technology relationship, which has 

developed over the course of several decades 

and is characterised by deep entanglement.

To date, China’s reaction to the US restric-

tions has been relatively restrained. A case 

has been brought before the World Trade 

Organization alleging that the US is guilty 

of protectionism.45 However, Beijing has not 

brought to bear a range of Chinese legisla-

tion developed in recent years to counter 

the effect of sanctions and embargoes, 

including the Anti-Foreign Sanctions Law, 

which empowers the Chinese state to seize 

the assets of entities implementing sanc-

tions against China and imposes liabilities on 

firms that refuse to help the country counter sanctions; an Unreliable Entity List, similar to 

that of the US; and the Rules on Counteracting Unjustified Extra-territorial Application of 

Foreign Legislation and Other Measures, which bar Chinese persons and companies from 

complying with extraterritorial applications of foreign laws. Nor has China yet sought to 

embargo the sale of rare earths to the US and its allies, possibly mindful of its earlier efforts 

to apply such an embargo against Japan, which proved counterproductive and simply 

reduced China’s market share as Japan found alternative sources of supply. China has 

however declared a ban on the export of solar-energy technology (a field in which China 

already occupies a dominant position) – an action which may have been intended as a 

retaliatory measure, although it was not announced as such.

The US has made it clear that in addition to advanced computing-related technologies, 

biotechnology and clean technology are also viewed as ‘“force-multipliers” throughout 

the technology eco-system’, such that ‘leadership in each of these is a national security 

imperative’.46 It therefore seems likely that – notwithstanding China’s efforts to pose as 

an advocate of globalisation and open trade – a degree of US–China technology decou-

pling has become both a reality and an inevitability. The US approach to decoupling has 

been described as ‘small yard, high fence’, meaning that small amounts of key technol-

ogies should be heavily protected while trade in less sensitive technologies continues 

as normal.47 It is unclear how effective this approach will prove, especially given that in 

biotechnology and clean technology there is no obvious single point-of-failure technology 

that equates to advanced semiconductors. Nor is it clear how far the process of decoupling 

will go or what its practical effects will prove to be.

TAIWAN: THE PLACE WHERE IT ALL COMES TOGETHER

Geopolitical rivalry and technology competition between the US and China have become 

focused on Taiwan, which since 1949 has been a de facto independent entity but which has 

always been claimed by the PRC. Since the US and China established diplomatic relations 

in 1979 the status of Taiwan has been the subject of a diplomatic fudge whereby the United 

Employees work on the production line of solar panels for export  
at a factory in Hefei, Anhui province, China, 24 December 2021

(visual China Group via Getty images)
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States’ ‘One China’ policy acknowledges – 

but does not recognise – China’s claim to the 

island. Per the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act, 

Washington has maintained a commitment to 

supply Taiwan with arms for its own defence 

while maintaining a policy of strategic ambi-

guity regarding its readiness to come to the 

island’s assistance in the event of a conflict 

with China.

Until relatively recently the prospects 

of such a conflict were not high. Though 

tensions had arisen following Taiwan’s 

transition to democracy and the emer-

gence of the pro-independence Democratic 

Progressive Party during the 1990s, China 

has remained committed to peaceful reunification on the basis of Deng Xiaoping’s ‘one 

country, two systems’ model, a commitment most recently repeated by Xi in his 2022 

work report to the 20th Party Congress. However, there are indications that Xi may have 

concluded that this model is no longer viable and has charged CCP Politburo Standing 

Committee member and chief ideologue Wang Huning with devising a new theoretical 

framework for reunification.

Concurrently, China has refused to renounce the use of force to achieve reunification 

and has implemented a major military-modernisation strategy that has, at its heart, the 

development of the capabilities needed to keep US forces out of theatre long enough for 

China to accomplish a military takeover of Taiwan.48 As a result, the PLA has developed 

a broad suite of military capabilities that comprehensively overmatch those of Taiwan. 

Moreover, in some areas, such as numbers of naval and paramilitary vessels and ballistic 

and cruise missiles, these capabilities exceed those of the US. The PLA has also focused 

relentlessly on practising the kind of joint operations it would need to conduct to invade 

Taiwan, while also building up amphibious-assault capabilities that involve the use of 

civilian roll-on roll-off ferries.

What has arguably been more consequential in altering the long-standing status quo over 

Taiwan has been the shift in Washington’s level of engagement with the island. Since estab-

lishing relations with the PRC in 1979, the US has effectively served as a guarantor of peace in 

the Taiwan Strait, reining in Taiwanese ambitions to declare independence while providing 

reassurances to successive Taiwanese administrations in relation to the island’s defence 

needs. This pattern ended in 2018 when the Trump administration began using Taiwan as a 

means to antagonise and undermine China, introducing a succession of measures that have 

been continued under Biden. These measures have included enhanced political relations 

through high-level visits to Taiwan by both congressional delegations and senior US officials, 

most notably then-speaker of the House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi in August 2022, and 

an invitation to Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen to speak at the December 2021 Summit for 

Democracy; legislation designed to enhance Taiwan’s international space; a major increase in 

Then-speaker of the US House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi  
and Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen meet in Taipei, 3 August 2022

(Chien Chih-Hung/office of the President via Getty images)
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levels of military assistance (the Trump admin-

istration provided US$18bn in arms over four 

years, while Biden has made provision in the 

2023 National Defense Authorization Act for 

US$10bn in arms sales over five years49); and 

regular freedom-of-navigation transits by US 

and allied warships through the Taiwan Strait.

For China, the cumulative effect of such 

actions is seen as a ‘hollowing out’ of the US 

‘One China’ policy calculated to encourage 

Taiwan in the direction of independence.50 In 

interactions with US counterparts, Chinese 

leaders – most recently Xi during his meeting 

with Biden on the margins of the Bali G20 

summit – have emphasised that Taiwan is 

‘at the very core of China’s core interests … 

and the first red line that must not be crossed 

in China–US relations’.51 More consequen-

tially, China has responded to US actions by 

progressively ratcheting up its ‘grey-zone’ 

pressure on Taiwan via cyber attacks, selective trade embargoes, military incursions into 

Taiwanese airspace and naval exercises in the waters around the island that have included 

simulations of a naval blockade. These developments have resulted in a ‘new normal’ 

whereby the PLA Air Force now regularly dispatches large contingents of fighters, stra-

tegic bombers and aerial-reconnaissance aircraft across the median line into Taiwan’s Air 

Defence Identification Zone (see Map 2.1) with the aim of both intimidating Taiwan and 

imposing attrition on Taiwan’s air force and air-defence systems.

The increased military activity around Taiwan carries obvious risks of accidents leading 

to escalation, although it is worth noting that, to date, China has never allowed itself to be 

drawn into a conflict unless it was ready for one. Whether it is ready now remains a moot 

point. It has long been an article of faith that the attainment of China’s second centen-

nial goal of ‘becoming a strong, democratic, civilised, harmonious and modern socialist 

country by 2049’ is dependent on achieving national reunification.52 However, realisti-

cally, achieving this by 2049 can only be an aspiration; there is no evidence that China 

has a fixed timetable for invading Taiwan. US military leaders have claimed that China 

may move as early as 2027 or even 2023 – though such statements appear to have been 

based not on firm intelligence but rather on an assessment of the date by which China 

will have in place all the military capabilities it will need.53 In fact, a decision on whether 

to achieve reunification by force is likely to be a function not just of military capability 

but also of a calculation of likely US and allied sanctions and non-military responses, 

in particular with regard to the potential impact of economic and financial sanctions on 

China’s economy. Chinese leaders will be aware that military defeat or a pyrrhic victory 

could prove terminal for their hold on power.
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US civilian leaders, most recently Biden following his November 2022 meeting with Xi, have 

played down the risk of military action.54 Nor is there any evidence to indicate that Russia’s inva-

sion of Ukraine in February 2022 has altered Chinese thinking on the timescale or methodology 

for attacking Taiwan. It is clear that Chinese military thinkers have analysed both the impli-

cations of Western support for Ukraine – in the form of weaponry, enhanced cyber defences, 

intelligence sharing, information operations and the imposition of economic and financial sanc-

tions – and the factors that have contributed to Russia’s poor military performance.55 However, 

Taiwan is seen as a separate case on the basis that the Chinese leadership has always considered 

it to be part of China’s national territory. Therefore, Chinese officials bridle at the suggestion 

that there may be any similarity between the Ukraine war and a potential invasion of Taiwan.

It is impossible to determine whether China will use force to take Taiwan at some point 

in the future. Such force might take a variety of forms, ranging from a contested amphib-

ious assault to concerted missile attacks and bombardments or a naval blockade. China has 

prepared for all these options, including via ‘lawfare’ by claiming that the Taiwan Strait is not 

an international waterway.56 In any case, the decision on whether to resort to armed force is 

arguably no longer just in China’s hands; rather, it has become a function of the dynamic that 

has evolved between Beijing and Washington. As such, the US must walk a fine line, taking 

measures to reduce the risk of a Taiwan conflict while avoiding actions that either encourage 

Beijing to conclude that peaceful reunification is no longer an option or back China into a 

corner such that it feels obliged to strike out. This context may well account for Washington’s 

reluctance to abandon its long-standing policy of strategic ambiguity in relation to an inter-

vention in Taiwan despite the fact that a US military intervention is considered a given in PLA 

planning. The formal abandonment of US strategic ambiguity may well be the action that tips 

China over the edge. The stakes are high, not just for the region but for the world as a whole: 

Rhodium Group has estimated that a war in the Taiwan Strait would result in an immediate 

US$2 trillion hit to the global economy as a result of massive disruption of global supply 

chains, with the most serious disruptions being to supplies of semiconductors from Taiwan.57 

CONCLUSION

Towards the end of 2022, the US and China took steps to renew top-level communications with 

the explicit aim of putting a floor beneath the rapid deterioration in their relations. However, it 

is difficult to envisage how such a tactical pause can address the intractable issues that divide 

these two major powers. When presidents Biden and Xi met in November 2022, each sought 

to reassure the other: Biden that the US did not seek to constrain China, and Xi that China did 

not seek to displace the US. Both statements were at odds with objective reality, begging the 

question of whether the two countries can find a modus vivendi without tipping into conflict.
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Naval and maritime competition in the 
Asia-Pacific is entering a new and more 

intense phase, with consequences for the 
strategic balance. Even as China’s navy attains new 

levels of capability, the US and its allies have redoubled 
their own capability investments and are adjusting their 

operating postures in important ways.

THE PACING MARITIME ARENA
Notwithstanding the war in Ukraine, which, though broadly perceived as a land war, has significant 
maritime aspects, the Asia-Pacific remains the ‘pacing’ maritime arena in terms of technological 
change, as well as the scale and scope of capability and operational development across the spectrum 
of activities at sea by navies and other maritime forces.

MANOEUVRING FOR ADVANTAGE
Capability developments in the Asia-Pacific are imposing new operational requirements and patterns 
of activity on naval forces. These new requirements and patterns are themselves having a strategic 
effect, adding to the complexity of managing naval competition in the coming years.

AN ASIA-PACIFIC MARITIME PARADOX?
The growth of China’s maritime power has been remarkable and continues apace. However, the US 
and its allies and partners may be clawing back some significant advantages – with the result being 
that the Chinese navy may find it needs to adjust its ambitions and programmes.
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A new phase of naval and maritime competi-

tion is under way in the Asia-Pacific. Among 

the most attention-grabbing regional naval 

developments of 2022 was the 17 June launch of 

China’s third aircraft carrier, Fujian. The event 

was notable because the vessel is Beijing’s first 

fully indigenous carrier design. It will also be 

considerably more capable than its two prede-

cessors in service with the People’s Liberation 

Army Navy (PLAN). As a result, it represents a 

major step in the transformation of the PLAN’s 

overall capabilities and aspirations.

When Fujian enters operational service – 

probably in 2024 or 2025 – it will likely find 

itself in a regional maritime environment that 

is in the midst of a significant transformation. 

As well as the continuing dramatic develop-

ment of the PLAN and Beijing’s other maritime forces, perhaps equally important are step 

changes in the naval and maritime capabilities and postures of other regional countries. 

Greater interactions, interoperability and even integration have all been notable, especially 

since 2021 and into 2023. As a result, a naval balance that may have appeared to some to 

be shifting inexorably in China’s favour may be starting to swing back towards the United 

States and its allies and partners. However, assessing how these dynamics are developing 

– and how to judge their impact on regional stability and the broader Asia-Pacific strategic 

balance – is a significant analytical challenge. 

Notwithstanding the geopolitical storm raging in the Euro-Atlantic area as a result of 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 – and the lessons being learned, 

including in the naval sphere, from the grim conflict that has ensued – in the long term 

it is China’s rise that will continue to make the strategic weather. The latest version of 

the United States’ National Defense Strategy, the public version of which appeared in 

October 2022, continues to focus on China as the ‘pacing challenge’ for the US Department 

of Defense.1 Likewise, the Asia-Pacific remains the ‘pacing maritime arena’. That is true 

not only in terms of potential high-intensity confrontation but also in the ‘grey zone’ of 

competition short of armed conflict. Meanwhile, rapid technological change and shifting 

strategic dynamics are adding to the potential unpredictability of an increasingly complex 

regional maritime domain. These dynamics are generating new and challenging capability 

requirements as well as novel operational patterns.

China’s rise as a competitor and potential adversary presents structural challenges for the 

US that it has not experienced since the Second World War, particularly because in impor-

tant areas – such as shipbuilding infrastructure – China can outmatch the US (see Figure 

3.1). Consequently, the path ahead for the US Navy remains the subject of heated debate 

in Washington. The role of the United States’ allies and partners may well change the game 

in the maritime arena, as these actors readjust their policies and plans and seek to integrate 

The launch ceremony for China’s third aircraft carrier, Fujian, in Shanghai, 17 June 2022 

(Li tang/vCG via Getty images)
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these more closely with the US and each other.

In the past, Washington has occasionally 

paid little more than lip service to the notion 

of cooperation with allies and partners; 

the inverse has also sometimes been true. 

However, there is a new understanding in 

the US that these partnerships are now crit-

ical, especially those with Australia, Japan 

and South Korea. Further, these three states 

share this understanding and are them-

selves growing closer together.2 US officials 

have asserted that such cooperation can 

provide an asymmetric advantage (although 

at present, efforts to assert this advantage 

remain a work in progress).

Perhaps the most striking new instrument 

in service of the United States’ reinvigorated 

approach to regional cooperation is the stra-

tegic capability agreement between Australia, 

the United Kingdom and the US known as 

AUKUS. Announced in September 2021, 

the agreement’s centrepiece is an ambition 

to jointly deliver a nuclear-powered subma-

rine capability to the Royal Australian Navy. 

AUKUS also involves a second pillar of 

collaboration – on key emerging defence tech-

nologies, many of them central to maritime-domain operations – which could ultimately 

prove at least as important as the submarine pillar.

The extent to which this potential tapestry of increasingly interoperable and even 

interchangeable allies and partners comes together in the face of significant challenges 

and potential frictions will be critical for the regional naval and maritime balance over 

the next several decades. In this context, extra-regional players, especially European 

powers, may also prove to have crucial roles – in a way that might not have been envis-

aged even a few years ago.

 The expectation across the region, as well as in Washington and Beijing, is that compe-

tition between China and the US will intensify.3 Meanwhile, the Biden administration’s 

new National Security Strategy, announced in October 2022, describes the world as being 

in the early years of a ‘decisive decade’.4 All this suggests an added urgency in terms of 

naval and maritime capability developments, which is a factor that represents a major chal-

lenge, including for regional states, given the traditionally long-term character and slow 

progress of naval procurement. In what will almost inevitably become a more complex and 

highly charged maritime environment, managing the evolving naval balance is also likely 

to become even more challenging.

notes: tonnage figures are based on 

approximate full-load displacements. vessel 

categories included are submarines, principal 

surface combatants, corvettes, principal 

amphibious ships, mine-countermeasures 

vessels and minelayers, and fleet-

replenishment auxiliaries. the UK’s figures 

include Tide-class replenishment tankers 

built in south Korea. Australia’s figures 

include Canberra-class LHDs and Supply-class 

replenishment ships built in spain.

source: iiss

Figure 3.1: Major new naval tonnage launched for selected navies 
active in the Asia-Pacific, 1999–2022 
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THE PACING MARITIME ARENA

The war in Ukraine has caused a profound security shock in the Euro-Atlantic area and 

beyond. Perhaps most notably, it has prompted a paradigm shift in perceptions of the like-

lihood of the return of major war. It is also delivering important operational lessons that 

are being analysed globally, including in the naval and maritime sphere. And while the 

conflict is most broadly perceived as predominantly a land war on Europe’s doorstep, its 

maritime aspects are significant.

The naval and maritime lessons include the underscoring of the interconnectedness 

of the global trading system and its reliance on maritime arteries or sea lines of commu-

nication, and therefore the continuing relevance and effectiveness of naval blockade, as 

witnessed by the swirl of international concern around the blocking of Ukrainian grain 

exports. The dramatic loss in April 2022 of the Russian Black Sea Fleet flagship Moskva – 

although possibly in part the result of some very particular operating circumstances –  was 

a reminder for maritime forces (including major navies) of the risks of operating in littoral 

areas in the presence of even relatively modest but accurate anti-ship systems and the 

means to target such forces. This set of capabilities continues to proliferate among both 

state and non-state actors, including some in the Asia-Pacific.5 

Equally, Ukraine’s combined use of uninhabited aerial vehicles (UAVs) and uninhab-

ited surface vessels (USVs) to strike at the Black Sea Fleet in its Sevastopol base on 29 

October 2022 set alarm bells ringing in naval circles worldwide, even if it may have simply 

involved the leveraging of emerging technology in pursuit of age-old asymmetric tactics.6 

More broadly, its human tragedy apart, the war in Ukraine has provided a reminder of 

the cost of high-intensity conflict in material terms – in the inevitable loss of and damage 

to key platforms and equipment, the very high expenditure of weaponry, and the huge 

requirements for sustainment and supply. All this clearly has applicability in the Asia-

Pacific context, not least in the maritime domain.7

Notwithstanding all the lessons that have 

emerged from Ukraine, it is still the Asia-

Pacific that is setting the pace of development 

of maritime competition. Whether it is in the 

scale and comprehensive nature of capability 

development, the reach of precision systems 

that can hold naval formations at risk or the 

speed of technical change, it is in this region 

that benchmarks are being set. Perhaps most 

notably, China has been developing anti-ship 

ballistic missile (ASBM) capabilities in the 

shape of the DF-21D and the DF-26B systems, 

which have estimated maximum ranges of 

1,500 kilometres and 3,000 km, respectively.8 

Beijing is also fielding an array of other long-

range anti-ship capabilities, such as the YJ-18 

cruise missile, which arms surface ships, 

An Australian Collins-class submarine and, behind it, the visiting 
UK nuclear-powered attack submarine HMS Astute, at the Royal 

Australian Navy Base HMAS Stirling in Perth, 29 October 2021

(richard Wainwright/AAP/PA images)
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submarines and aircraft. Meanwhile, because for many years much of the attention of the 

US and its allies and partners was diverted to fighting wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, they 

have to some extent been playing catch-up in this area of military technology.9

The introduction of increasingly comprehensive intelligence, surveillance and recon-

naissance (ISR) networks – including space-based systems – and thus more formidable and 

far-reaching targeting capabilities, combined with the prospect of applying artificial intelli-

gence (AI) to systems and data analytics, implies that more capable anti-ship missiles will 

pose increasing challenges to naval formations, especially those that are forward deployed. 

For maritime forces, determining the most effective balance between delivering opera-

tional effect and the risks involved is becoming ever more difficult.

These developments could change the character of at least the opening exchanges of 

a future naval confrontation. Indeed, they have been prompting debate on whether the 

lethality and reach of the threats facing forward-deployed naval forces in particular are so 

changed that countries now require a different set of capabilities to deliver effect on and from 

the sea. This debate extends even to the question of whether naval forces themselves are the 

most effective instruments, at least in the initial stages of any confrontation, or whether alter-

natives – such as long-range, land-based airpower – could be a major part of the solution.10

Compounding these challenges is the advent of new types of hypersonic-weapons 

capabilities and the threats they pose in a naval context. This new operating environment 

may have been heralded with the reported first test of a hypersonic weapon from one of 

the PLAN’s new Type-055 Renhai-class cruisers in April 2022.11 The US Navy, for its part, 

has confirmed that it is pressing ahead with plans to modify its Zumwalt-class cruisers to 

accommodate hypersonic weapons from 2025 and to deploy them aboard its Virginia-class 

nuclear-powered guided-missile submarines from 2029.12

Adding to the proliferation of faster, more precise, more manoeuvrable and longer-range 

anti-ship weapons is the trend towards increased use of uninhabited or autonomous systems, 

including their employment in swarming tactics. They may be used especially in the increas-

ingly contested and significant underwater and seabed spaces. China is building a range 

of uninhabited and autonomous systems, including ‘glider’ submersibles, to gather general 

information on the maritime environment but also increasingly for more active surveillance 

as part of a network of deployable and fixed sensor systems.13 Here, China is to some extent 

following in the footsteps of the US, which has also been developing its uninhabited under-

water vehicle (UUV)-based capabilities. In addition to China and the US, other countries, 

such as Australia, India, Japan and South Korea, are developing or considering increasingly 

sophisticated UUVs in response to elevated threat perceptions and the prospects offered by 

new technology, including AI.14 This trend goes hand in hand with the continuing devel-

opment of submarine capabilities. These developments highlight the sub-surface domain’s 

increased strategic significance in regional naval and maritime calculations. 

The Asia-Pacific has been setting the pace of challenge not only in terms of high-end 

naval capability development efforts and confrontation but also in the context of grey-

zone operations just below the threshold of armed confrontation. Such operations are 

being undertaken to apply incremental coercive influence intended to change the maritime 

status quo, most notably and relentlessly in the South China Sea. This activity has been 
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testing the doctrinal, operational and tactical 

approaches of maritime security forces as 

they seek to respond effectively. It is also 

driving changes in capability requirements, 

while technological change is also playing its 

part in this area of competition.

Of course, the Asia-Pacific is not a mono-

lithic region, something which is as true in 

the maritime domain as it is in any other. 

Not all regional states see their neigh-

bourhood through the lens of growing 

major-power competition, or at least they still seek to avoid choosing sides and prefer to 

pursue regionally orientated solutions. Many have a very different perspective on what 

are the critical security priorities.

For some regional states, the overarching security concerns relate to the environment 

and the impact of climate change. The Asia-Pacific is among the regions most affected 

by this challenge. The US intelligence community and many analysts and commentators 

identify the small island states of the Pacific as highly vulnerable,15 and the Asia-Pacific 

will be in the vanguard of naval adaptation to climate change in terms of the develop-

ment of capabilities and operational tasking. These capabilities will include platforms to 

support disaster relief that are able to operate in more extreme conditions, comply with 

environmental and emissions targets and be crewed and tasked with an increasing focus 

on environmental response. Tackling climate and environmental challenges and their 

impacts will also provide opportunities for greater international collaboration. However, it 

could also be an area where competitive impulses play out: international responses to the 

January 2022 tsunami in Tonga provided a case study of the challenges, shortfalls, cooper-

ative opportunities and risks of competition.16

THE SHIFTING NAVAL BALANCE

The Asia-Pacific is predominantly a maritime theatre. This may not be how it appears in the 

threat perceptions of all regional states, nor is it always reflected in the position of naval forces 

in the hierarchy of national military establishments. However, it is in the Asia-Pacific that 

inter-state frictions seem more likely than ever since 1945 to flare up in the naval and maritime 

domain. Therefore, the regional naval balance and how it unfolds are of growing importance.

Since the turn of the century, the Asia-Pacific has been through two distinct phases 

of naval development. It has now entered a third. The first phase saw a striking rise in 

naval investment and capability development, particularly by China, and a decided shift 

in the global centre of gravity of naval power towards Asia, fuelled in no small part by the 

pendulum swing of economic power in the same direction. A second, more hard-edged 

phase of state-based competition became apparent in the region around 2014–15, as the 

PLAN’s dramatic capability developments began to mature and Beijing’s growing asser-

tiveness was becoming increasingly manifest (not least in its spurt of island development 

and fortification in the South China Sea). Ambitious plans by Australia, India, Japan, South 

The Royal Australian Navy’s HMAS Adelaide docked at Vuna Wharf  
to deliver post-tsunami aid in Nuku’alofa, Tonga, 26 January 2022

(mary Lyn Fonua/matangi tonga/AFP via Getty images)
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Korea and the US to bolster their naval capacity were also beginning to deliver results, 

leaving the regional naval balance in flux.17

The third and latest phase of naval development dates from approximately the start of 

the present decade, signalled by the change of tone in a number of defence-strategy docu-

ments produced by the US and other countries, including Australia and Japan, as well as some 

shifts in plans and postures in the region. The PLAN has continued to make major strides in 

expanding its fleet, with new, high-capability surface units and other important platforms 

entering service. China’s navy also seems set to move to a new level of potential capability, 

including the capacity to deploy as a fully fledged blue-water force beyond the island chains, 

perhaps with an initial focus on the Indian Ocean. Meanwhile, facing a significantly more 

combative political and diplomatic environment, the US and some of its key allies and part-

ners have also increased their naval investment and operational readiness. Moreover, their 

efforts are coalescing in ways that could facilitate a shift in the naval balance in their favour. 

At the same time, all the major players’ deployments and operations have become more asser-

tive, making it harder to predict how events at sea in the region might evolve – with particular 

regard to deployments, the likelihood of a growing incidence of close naval encounters and 

prospects for elevated levels of a modern incarnation of ‘gunboat diplomacy’.

Perhaps at least in part for budget-related reasons, the US Department of Defense now 

routinely refers to the PLAN as the largest navy in the world, at least in terms of ship 

numbers. The department’s November 2022 report to Congress on China’s military power 

spoke of a Chinese fleet with a ‘battle force’ (aircraft carriers, destroyers and other major 

surface combatants, submarines, amphibious ships, mine-warfare vessels and fleet auxil-

iaries) of some 340 vessels. By a similar measure, the US Navy currently has some 294 

vessels,18 though these tend to be larger and more capable – if older – than their Chinese 

counterparts. The report added that it expects the PLAN’s battle force to grow to 400 ships 

by 2025 and 440 by 2030.19 However, at least as significant as the number of ships is the 

considerable improvement in the quality and capability of PLAN units in service. It is also 

widely acknowledged that any assessment of Beijing’s burgeoning maritime power must 

also factor in the China Coast Guard – numerically the largest force of its kind in the world 

– and the People’s Armed Forces Maritime Militia (PAFMM).

China’s development of ASBMs and its array of other anti-ship missiles and anti-access/

area denial (A2/AD) capabilities have provided significant ammunition in the debate over 

the future utility of aircraft carriers in a high-intensity confrontation and, therefore, the 

role of the US Navy’s carriers (or, indeed, other countries’ carriers) in any major scenario 

involving China. As such, it is perhaps ironic that a major talisman of Beijing’s naval ambi-

tions has been its investment in carrier airpower.

It is just over a decade since the PLAN’s first carrier, Liaoning, was declared operational. (It 

was originally built by the Soviet Union and sold by Ukraine in unfinished form to China in 

2002.) Along with a slightly improved and domestically built sister ship, Shandong, the PLAN 

has been amassing carrier operating experience, including via the deployment of increas-

ingly capable groups of accompanying warships. It has also been extending the ranges at 

which its carriers have been operating out into the Philippine Sea and to the edge of the 

Western Pacific, though still cautiously only around 1,000 km from the Chinese mainland.20
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These carriers offer the prospect of the PLAN conducting enhanced independent task-

group missions further afield. However, their relatively modest size of some 65,000–70,000 

tonnes full-load displacement and their configuration for short take-off but arrested 

recovery (STOBAR) air operations limit their strike and power-projection potential. For 

offensive power, they would probably rely more on the missile armaments of their accom-

panying escort ships than on their own aircraft. The third Chinese carrier, Fujian, is a 

different proposition. It is larger than its predecessors – at an estimated 80,000 tn or more 

– and equipped for catapult-assisted take-off but arrested recovery (CATOBAR) operations 

(using electromagnetic rather than old-style steam catapults) (see Figure 3.2). The vessel 

will be able to accommodate a more powerful air group. It more closely resembles, albeit 

still at a somewhat lower level of capability, the US Navy’s current force of carriers (though 

these are nuclear-powered).

Importantly, an even larger Chinese aircraft carrier, most likely with nuclear propul-

sion, is expected to follow and potentially be operational by the end of the decade, with 

still more possibly following. As well as significantly bolstering China’s ability to present 

a ‘360-degree’ challenge to Taiwan’s air defences, one or more additional carriers would 

add considerably to the PLAN’s blue-water power-projection capacity.21 In any event, a 

‘break-out’ of a Chinese carrier group on a significantly more far-reaching deployment 

– perhaps into the Indian Ocean, as a signal of intent to project greater global influence – 

probably cannot be delayed much longer.

In addition to the continued commissioning of highly capable principal surface combat-

ants, such as Type-055 cruisers and Type-052D (Luyang III-class) destroyers, the rapid 

construction and induction into service of the Type-075 Yushen-class large-deck amphib-

ious ships (LHDs) also suggests that China’s efforts are focused on rectifying shortfalls in 

The US Navy’s only forward-deployed aircraft 
carrier, USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76), in the 

Philippine Sea, May 2022
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Figure 3.2: US and Chinese 
aircraft carriers compared

US NAVY AIRCRAFT CARRIER

Commissioned   2003

Full-load   
displacement   

103,000 tonnes

Design  Nimitz class, nuclear powered, catapult-assisted 
take-off but arrested recovery (CATOBAR) 

Capacity  Aircraft [55]: F/A-18E/F Super Hornet 
fighter/ground attack (FGA) aircraft; 
[4] EA-18G Growler electronic 
warfare (EW) aircraft; Hawkeye 
AEW aircraft 
Helicopters [6]: MH-60R/S 
Seahawk/Knight Hawk 

Notes   Forward deployed  
to Japan

Overall length
333 metres

NAME: USS RONALD REAGAN
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areas of relative weakness. In addition to amphibious capabilities, these shortfalls include 

anti-submarine warfare (ASW). Moreover, significantly, the reported US assessment that 

the PLAN has now equipped its Type-094 Jin-class nuclear-powered ballistic-missile 

submarines with a longer-range submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) – the JL-3 

– suggests that these vessels can now potentially threaten the continental US from the 

relative safety of a protected bastion in the South China Sea, thus altering the strategic 

dynamics of the underwater battlespace.22 

While the US Navy remains overall the most capable globally by a significant margin, 

the gap with the PLAN has clearly narrowed, and it continues to struggle with the ques-

tion of how to meet the challenge posed by China. Since around 2019, there has been an 

increasingly tortuous debate in the US over the desirable and achievable size and shape 

of the navy’s future fleet given domestic shipbuilding constraints as well as priorities for 

capability development. The Department of Defense and the navy have often been at odds 

with Congress, with the navy looking to pension off older units to free up resources for 

new vessels and systems, while Congress has been more anxious to expand the fleet by 

retaining older ships as well as by seeking to add new requests for additional construction. 

US Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) Admiral Michael Gilday has emphasised the need 

to improve current readiness, including with parts and weapons stocks, and by servicing 

and updating the most useful current platforms.23 Even so, the fleet still faces significant 

readiness and maintenance challenges.

In his updated Navigation Plan 2022, the CNO set out an ambition for a hybrid US 

fleet by the 2040s comprising more than 350 crewed vessels and 150 uninhabited surface 

and sub-surface platforms.24 The path for achieving that target, however, remains unclear. 

Indeed, projections suggest that the number of ships and – most notably – submarines will 

sources: iiss, military balance+, milbalplus.iiss.org; Janes Fighting ships; Us office of naval intelligence, www.oni.navy.mil

CHINESE AIRCRAFT CARRIER DEVELOPMENT

Commissioned   2012

Full-load   
displacement   

Approx. 65,000 tonnes

Design  Type-001 Kuznetsov class,  
short take-off but arrested 
recovery (STOBAR) configuration 

Capacity  Aircraft [18–24]: J-15 
Helicopters [17]: Ka-28/Ka-31/ 
Z-8S/Z-8JH/Z-8AEW

Notes   Bought as incomplete hulk from 
Ukraine, completed in China

Commissioned   2019

Full-load   
displacement   

Approx. 70,000 tonnes

Design  Type-002 Kuznetsov mod class, 
STOBAR configuration

Capacity  Aircraft [32]: J-15  
Helicopters [12]: Ka-28/Ka-31/ 
Z-8S/Z-8JH/Z-8AEW 

Notes   Built to improved Kuznetsov  
design in China

Commissioned   2024 or 2025 est. 

Full-load   
displacement   

Approx. 80,000–85,000 tonnes

Design  Type-003 indigenous design, 
CATOBAR configuration

Capacity  Aircraft [40+ est.]: including 
J-15/J-35/KJ-600 airborne  
early warning (AEW) aircraft 
Helicopters [12+ est.]

Notes   CATOBAR configuration allows for 
greater variety of aircraft types and 
improved aircraft performance

NAME: LIAONING NAME: SHANDONG NAME: FUJIAN

Overall length
306 metres

Overall length
316 metres est.

Overall length
316 metres est.
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continue to decline gradually until at least the 

early 2030s.25 The retirement of platforms like 

the Ticonderoga-class cruisers and Ohio-class 

guided-missile-armed submarines (SSGNs) 

will result in a significant fall in numbers of 

operationally valuable vertical launch system 

(VLS) missile cells, which new ship construc-

tion may fail to mitigate.26 

However, the arming of the Zumwalt-

class destroyers and Virginia-class SSGNs 

with hypersonic weapons is not the only offensive missile enhancement that the US Navy 

is urgently introducing to increase range and lethality, chiefly in response to the Chinese 

threat. Other enhancements include the stealthy LRASM (long-range anti-ship missile, 

initially an air-launched weapon) and various LRASM developments and upgrades, as 

well as a follow-on hypersonic air-launched offensive anti-surface warfare weapon, dubbed 

HALO.27 There is also a maritime strike variant of the Tomahawk land-attack cruise missile.

The requirements of the Asia-Pacific theatre are also the primary motivation for another 

US Navy priority: extending the reach of its carrier air wings. Key to achieving this aspira-

tion is the rapid introduction of the MQ-25 Stingray UAV, initially as an air-to-air refueller 

but potentially also for ISR missions28 and eventually even as a weapons carrier. In another 

potentially significant move, the US is also exploring a more ‘distributed’ approach to 

deploying sea-based airpower with the ‘Lightning Carrier’ concept of operating the short 

take-off and vertical landing (STOVL) F-35B variant of the Lightning II combat aircraft from 

the navy’s large-deck amphibious ships. To that end, during 2022 the aviation-capable 

amphibious assault ship USS Tripoli undertook a trial deployment with some 20 F-35Bs 

aboard.29 This distributed approach could potentially be extended even to forward deploy-

ment of US F-35Bs aboard large-deck platforms, including those operated by US allies 

Australia, Japan and South Korea. Such a deployment has already been tested operation-

ally aboard the British carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth. 

Similarly, the requirements of the Asia-Pacific theatre are an important influence on 

the US Navy’s effort to develop a family of directed energy weapons, such as high-energy 

lasers, to counter UAV and USV swarm attacks and high-speed missiles.30 A San Diego-

based destroyer has become the first operational US Navy combatant to be fitted with 

such a new system to counter UAVs and fast-attack craft: the high-energy laser and optical 

dazzler and surveillance system known as HELIOS.31 Furthermore, it is clearly in the Asia-

Pacific that the US Navy most wants to press ahead with plans to integrate USVs and UUVs 

into its fleet, with the aid of an experimental task force based in the Middle East to help 

gain support for and experience of some of these capabilities.32

Perhaps more profoundly, and in some ways more controversially, the US Marine Corps 

(USMC) is undergoing a dramatic transformation intended to create lighter, more agile and 

more dispersed units to provide ‘stand-in’ forces able to operate within China’s missile 

engagement zones.33 Pursuing the Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABO) 

concept of rapidly switching between temporary footholds on islands and shorelines 

(U.s. Department of Defense Archive/Alamy stock Photo)

The US large-deck amphibious assault ship USS Tripoli trialling the ‘Lightning 
carrier’ concept with 20 F-35B Lightning II fighters aboard, 7 April 2022
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would refocus the USMC (absorbed for many years in counter-insurgency operations in 

Afghanistan and Iraq) on naval and maritime operations, enabling it to conduct anti-ship 

and even ASW missions.34 As a result, the USMC is divesting itself of significant elements, 

such as its main battle tank units, and reorganising into lighter, more versatile formations 

designated as Marine Littoral Regiments, the first of which was formed in March 2022.35 The 

transformation has given birth to the idea for a new light amphibious warship, a develop-

ment that has led to frictions with the US Navy over shipbuilding priorities.36 Amid doubts 

about whether the transformation plan can deliver the effects promised, the reforms have 

also prompted significant concern and criticism from some of the USMC’s most senior 

retired officers.37

For the US Navy, the concept underlying its posture for countering high-intensity 

threats is ‘distributed maritime operations’, under which widely dispersed units and offen-

sive capabilities pose challenges to an adversary.38 At the same time, it seeks to concentrate 

firepower, including by undertaking more frequent multi-carrier operations involving 

two or three carrier strike groups (although these groups are to be sufficiently dispersed 

to aid survivability).39 However, this approach poses considerable demands in terms of 

command and control and the need for robust networking capacity.40

It remains a subject of intense debate whether these measures, taken together, form 

a credible US response to the challenge from China. For all China’s apparent capability 

advances, questions remain as to whether Beijing can translate these achievements fully 

into combat effectiveness, particularly in light of the PLA’s relative lack of recent opera-

tional experience.41 Equally, it is argued that many assessments underestimate unique US 

strengths, including its undersea capabilities, high-quality training and the value of its 

alliances.42 Indeed, this last factor is becoming increasingly important as other major naval 

players in the region adjust their plans to meet a transforming strategic environment.

In 2020, Australia indicated its sense of urgency regarding developing strategic threats 

in the region via the publication of its Defence Strategic Update. It was released under 

a conservative coalition government, which was replaced by a Labor administration 

following the May 2022 federal elections.43 Among the priorities identified was a need to 

enhance long-range-strike capabilities, a goal reinforced by the new government in pursuit 

of ‘impactful projection’.44 The Royal Australian Navy was already well on the way to 

significantly upgrading its capabilities, particularly following the commissioning of two 

Canberra-class LHDs and three Hobart-class Aegis-equipped guided-missile destroyers, 

thus reviving its ability to conduct power-projection missions based on task groups. In 

addition, highly capable Hunter-class frigates (built to a significantly enhanced British 

Type-26 design) will start entering service in the 2030s. However, the most striking signal 

that Canberra anticipated an increasingly challenging security environment was the 

September 2021 AUKUS announcement, with its central pillar of building at least eight 

nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs). The submarine delivery plan revealed on 13 

March 2023 will see a phased build-up of capability leading ultimately to Australian indig-

enous SSN-AUKUS vessels based on a new UK SSN design. It will be hugely challenging 

for all the partners but should enhance submarine capability for all three, with significant 

potential impact for the Asia-Pacific. 
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Perhaps just as important as the subma-

rine pillar is the agreement’s focus on 

collaboration on other advanced defence 

technologies, many with a clear maritime 

application, including undersea capabilities, 

hypersonic and counter-hypersonic capa-

bilities, AI and autonomy.45 Australia has 

confirmed that it will buy Tomahawk cruise 

missiles for its Hobart-class destroyers.46 

These missiles are also likely to be fitted to 

the current Collins-class submarines pending 

the arrival of the new nuclear-powered boats 

at the end of the 2030s.

Something of a similar step change has 

been under way – and gaining momentum – in the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force 

(JMSDF). Tokyo set out its new defence approach in important defence and security docu-

ments released in December 2022. It includes the planned introduction of enhanced stand-off 

counterstrike capabilities based on the purchase of Tomahawk cruise missiles and deployment 

of an extended-range version of the locally developed Type-12 surface-to-surface missile.47

These plans seem set to bolster further the JMSDF’s transition to a force with improved 

defence-in-depth capabilities, greater ability to carry out independent power-projection 

missions at range, and greater potential to support US-led integrated operations. The 

JMSDF is, overall, becoming a significantly more robust and capable force in equipment 

terms and is pressing ahead with modification of its two largest large-deck aviation-capable 

platforms, the Izumo-class ships, to accommodate the F-35B. As a result, they will be able to 

operate in effect as STOVL light aircraft carriers.48 Izumo itself has already carried out trials 

with USMC F-35Bs aboard.49

The JMSDF also has a formidable flotilla of eight Aegis-equipped cruisers and 

destroyers capable of undertaking ballistic missile defence (BMD).50 The number of these 

ships is planned to increase to at least ten with the commissioning of two vessels being 

procured to replace the abandoned Aegis Ashore programme – though these may focus 

on fixed territorial-defence missions. Some of the new ships are also to be equipped with 

the Standard SM-6 missile, providing enhanced BMD capability but also a surface strike 

role.51 The rapid series production of the Mogami-class multi-mission frigates – currently 

under way – will further strengthen the surface fleet.52 It is expected that this class will 

ultimately number some 22 vessels. The JMSDF submarine force has also been expanding 

and has reached its target of 22 operational boats. The latest vessels – including the new 

Taigei class – are fitted with lithium-ion batteries for extended underwater endurance.53 

The Republic of Korea Navy has also been significantly expanding its blue-water capa-

bilities. In particular, it has been building up an impressive surface fleet, currently centred 

on Sejong-class (KDD-III) Aegis-equipped cruisers. A second batch of Sejong-class ships 

– able to undertake BMD – is under construction; six of these vessels are likely to be in 

service by the end of the decade.54 The new Daegu class of frigates has also been entering 

Japan’s naval power on display as ships of the Maritime Self- 
Defense Force form the bulk of the Japanese international fleet 

review held in waters off Japan, 6 November 2022

(str/JiJi Press/AFP via Getty images)
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service, with plans for improved ships of 

this class. Together, these developments 

represent a considerable increase in not just 

the tonnage but also the capability of South 

Korea’s surface fleet.

North Korea’s fleet of midget and 

patrol submarines poses particular chal-

lenges for South Korea and is forcing the 

country to improve its ASW capabilities,55 

while Pyongyang’s apparent pursuit of a 

nuclear-armed SLBM capability is raising 

wider alarms in the region and beyond.56 

Seoul has made strenuous efforts to trans-

form its submarine flotilla, including by 

introducing the Chang Bogo III (KSS-III) class outfitted with conventionally armed 

SLBMs. Larger and more capable variants of these submarines are under construction 

and planned, promising to provide Seoul with significant additional naval capability.57

For the time being, South Korea’s ambition to procure a STOVL-equipped light aircraft 

carrier of around 30,000 tn under the CVX programme appears in abeyance. There are 

suggestions, however, that some form of carrier programme may eventually proceed, 

possibly involving a larger design and with a domestically developed carrier-borne combat 

aircraft.58 The focus on carriers may be connected to the continued and growing interest in 

and commitment to carrier capabilities across the region. Moreover, further modification 

of the navy’s plans – with renewed focus on blue-water, task-group-orientated operations 

– is possible given the constantly evolving regional strategic dynamics, not least in relation 

to China and mounting concerns about a Taiwan contingency, growing unease regarding 

the security of sea lines of communication, and Seoul’s desire to reinforce security and 

defence relations with the US and even Japan.59

Other regional navies have also been making significant strides in modernising and 

enhancing their capabilities. While some belong to states anxious to avoid becoming 

embroiled in the increasing frictions of great-power competition, the reality of an increas-

ingly tense regional environment is adding extra impetus to many naval procurement plans.

The potential advent during the current decade of Taiwan’s first indigenous subma-

rines,60 combined with its growing inventory of missile-armed corvettes, will increase 

Taipei’s sea-denial capabilities (although there are still doubts about the submarine project’s 

viability and cost-effectiveness).61 As well as seeking to build up its asymmetric forces, 

including the corvettes, Taiwan has begun to modernise its larger surface forces, with the 

arrival of a new and heavily armed amphibious assault ship (with others to follow) and 

plans for a new frigate class.62 However, delivering on these ambitions will be challenging; 

again, questions abound regarding the cost-effectiveness of some of these investments in 

light of the challenges Taiwan faces.

Amid much fanfare, in December 2022 Germany’s ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems 

launched the second and third of four new-generation Type 218SG submarines for 

Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong and German Chancellor 
Olaf Scholz at the naming ceremony for two new Republic of Singapore 

Navy Type 218SG submarines in Kiel, Germany, 13 December 2022

(marcus brandt/picture-alliance/dpa/AP images)
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Singapore’s navy.63 Singapore is also planning to modernise its naval patrol forces with 

a new design of multi-role combat vessels intended to serve as motherships for various 

uncrewed platforms, while there is a long-standing ambition for a new Joint Multi-

Mission Ship that would bolster Singapore’s amphibious and power-projection capacity.64 

Indonesia, meanwhile, is planning major enhancements of its warship inventory, with 

orders for six Italian FREMM frigates and two UK-design Arrowhead 140 vessels, the latter 

to be built locally. Reports also indicate the possibility of ordering frigates from Japan as 

well as ongoing ambitions to purchase Scorpene submarines from France. Further enhance-

ments in the navy’s smaller patrol forces are perhaps no less significant, with continuing 

construction of patrol craft in considerable numbers.65

The Philippine Navy is also attempting to bolster its maritime-patrol and -surveillance 

capabilities, notably with South Korean-built vessels, including two new corvettes and 

six new offshore patrol ships.66 Meanwhile, the Vietnamese Navy remains a force to be 

reckoned with, boasting as its main equipment six Russian-built Improved Kilo submarines 

armed with Klub-S anti-ship and land-attack cruise missiles, and four Gepard 3.9 (Project 

11661E) corvettes – also supplied by Russia – with 3M24E Uran-E (RS-SS-N-25 Switchblade) 

anti-ship missiles. 

On 2 September 2022, India commissioned its first domestically produced aircraft 

carrier, INS Vikrant, meaning it now possesses two operational carriers, although they 

are configured for STOBAR operations and therefore have some limits on their capacity. 

There are also ambitions for a third carrier to enter service within the next decade.67 While 

India’s naval expansion has been slow to materialise, the commissioning of the second 

Project 15B Visakhapatnam-class guided-missile destroyer in December 2022,68 followed by 

its fifth Scorpene-type submarine in January 2023, shows that its capabilities are developing 

steadily, with significant implications for the naval balance in the Indian Ocean and India’s 

potential capacity to project power further afield. Concurrently, Pakistan is undertaking a 

naval-modernisation programme that is raising the stakes. It includes plans to acquire a 

class of four Chinese-built Type-054AP frigates, four Turkish-designed Babur-class light 

frigates, and eight planned Hangor-class submarines (export versions of China’s Type-039B 

Yuan class).69 

MANOEUVRING FOR ADVANTAGE

When it comes to addressing and assessing changing strategic dynamics and frictions, 

capabilities developments are important. However, also critical (and closely connected to 

capability) are shifting patterns and postures of operational deployment. These have also 

evolved significantly in the Asia-Pacific.

Notwithstanding the relatively cautious development of the PLAN’s carrier opera-

tions and the fact that the preponderance of China’s naval power remains concentrated 

close to its coasts and within the first island chain, Beijing’s naval and maritime activities 

– involving all China’s military maritime agencies – have grown increasingly ambitious. 

The PLAN’s continuous deployments since 2008 into the Indian Ocean, though primarily 

in a counter-piracy role, have long been seen as a signal of intent to extend its reach while 

also serving the strategic purpose of boosting its experience of long-range deployments.
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Other notable indicators of Beijing’s 

intent and the PLAN’s expanding hori-

zons include naval forays north of Alaska 

(on at least one occasion in company with 

Russian warships70) and increasingly in 

waters close to Australia – in the latter case 

raising particular frictions when Canberra 

claimed that a Chinese warship had used 

a laser device to dazzle the crew of a Royal 

Australian Air Force surveillance aircraft.71 

The security agreement forged between 

China and Solomon Islands in 2022 fuelled 

debate over potential Chinese naval-basing 

ambitions in the Southwest Pacific (and the 

attendant strategic implications).72 The pros-

pect of Chinese access to an enhanced base 

facility in Cambodia will also provide the 

PLAN’s deployment capacity with additional options, including particularly into the 

Indian Ocean, supplementing its first foreign support facility in Djibouti.73 Meanwhile, the 

increasing assertiveness and coercive tactics of the China Coast Guard and the PAFMM 

have also raised concern, while apprehensions remain over the China Coast Guard Law of 

2021 and how Beijing might apply it to support more forceful action in waters that China 

disputes with others.74

The PLAN’s patterns of activities serve an operational purpose in addition to geopolit-

ical aims, while the increasingly complex character of its exercises is apparently intended 

to improve skills applicable to more complex operations.75 The challenge for all interested 

parties (including Beijing’s leadership) – particularly in light of what has been revealed about 

the performance of Russian forces in Ukraine – is assessing just how much progress is being 

made and how that might translate into operational performance against a peer adversary.

China has not been the only actor elevating its naval activity in the Asia-Pacific. Indeed, 

the transformation in the maritime posture and practice of the US and its allies and partners 

may prove to be equally telling in terms of how the regional naval balance will play out. 

The drumbeat of US Navy freedom-of-navigation operations (FONOPs) and transits of key 

waterways like the Taiwan Strait has been one element of this evolving posture.76 The latest 

US maritime strategy, released in late 2020, notably referred to a ‘continuum’ of competition 

and highlighted the incremental, sub-threshold character of the challenges to the rules-based 

international order being faced at sea, calling for US naval power to adopt ‘a more assertive 

posture’ in day-to-day operations and accept calculated risk to confront ‘malign behavior’.77 

This was reinforced by the published version of the 2022 US National Defense Strategy, 

which placed new emphasis – for all the US armed services – on a ‘campaigning’ approach 

of persistent activities to address grey-zone challenges in particular.78 The US Third Fleet, 

based on the west coast of the US, is also now taking on a more operational role in support 

of the Seventh Fleet in the Western Pacific.79 US Navy carrier-strike-group deployments 

Chinese navy ships prepare to depart for the Gulf of Aden and the waters off Somalia to 
maintain Beijing’s long-standing presence and escort mission in the area, 18 May 2022

(vCG/vCG via Getty images)
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have been enhanced to include multi-carrier 

exercises. The US Navy has also boosted the 

number of SSNs it forward deploys to Guam 

– to five, from two just a few years ago – and 

is planning to expand its facilities to support 

such deployments there.80

Nevertheless, it is a huge challenge for 

the US Navy to deliver an enhanced forward 

presence while also sustaining the fleet and 

seeking to transition from legacy to emerging 

capabilities and technologies. In this context, 

the third element of the regional naval- 

balance equation – the increasing integra-

tion of the other major regional naval players 

with each other and with the US – assumes 

greater significance.

While multilateral naval exercises have taken place in the region for decades, in the 

early 2020s they are evolving in new ways, with participants according such exercises 

greater significance. For example, in 2022, the US-led Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise 

involved five large-deck aviation-capable platforms from four states – Australia, Japan, 

South Korea and the US. It also featured a greater number of more realistic, ‘free-play’ 

activities than previous RIMPACs. There was also a significant contribution from uncrewed 

vessels and other uninhabited platforms.81 Meanwhile, the Malabar series of exercises has 

developed from a bilateral US–India arrangement into a four-state framework involving 

Australia and Japan, while its activities have increasingly included more complex tasks. 

The November 2022 Malabar exercise, hosted by the JMSDF and conducted off Japan in the 

Philippine Sea, included the USS Ronald Reagan carrier strike group. The exercise under-

scored the increased emphasis being placed on the integration of operations between US 

carriers and allies and partners, including in key operating areas like the Philippine Sea.82

Both Australia (since 2017) and Japan (since 2019) have instigated regional task-group 

deployments, usually led by one of their large-deck aviation-capable warships.83 As well 

as projecting influence, such deployments have enhanced participants’ ability to engage in 

multilateral manoeuvres aimed at both training and strategic signalling. October 2022 saw 

a notable first, with a four-state exercise involving Australia, Canada, Japan and the US in 

the South China Sea.84 In terms of dispositions, the Royal Australian Navy has drawn back 

from its long-standing engagement in the Middle East to concentrate on the Asia-Pacific.85 

The Royal Canadian Navy, in light of a new national Asia-Pacific strategy, aims to increase 

its deployment pattern in the region to three frigates during each year, ideally with a 

support ship also in the region.86 Canadian vessels transited the Taiwan Strait in company 

with US Navy ships in October 2021 and September 2022 and there are plans for further 

such missions.87 Meanwhile, growing concern about North Korea’s nuclear and missile 

activities has seen a renewed emphasis on combined naval BMD exercises involving Japan, 

South Korea and the US.88

(U.s. navy photo by mass Communication specialist 2nd Class Aiko bongolan via AP)

The US uncrewed trials vessel Sea Hunter arrives at Pearl Harbor  
to take part in the Rim of the Pacific exercises, 29 June 2022
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Another significant aspect of this trend 

towards greater interconnectedness and 

cooperation has been the growing number 

of support agreements between key players. 

Among these have been a reciprocal access 

agreement between Japan and Australia and 

a similar one between Japan and the UK, 

while Manila and Washington have agreed 

to boost base support in the Philippines for 

US forces under their Enhanced Defense 

Cooperation Agreement.89 

Reflecting a US campaigning approach 

that increasingly acknowledges that grey-zone 

challenges across the spectrum of competi-

tion require a response, the latest US maritime 

strategy emphasises the importance of integra-

tion between the US sea services, including the US Coast Guard. The profile and presence of 

the US Coast Guard in the Western Pacific has been increased, notably through some impor-

tant demonstrative missions, again including transits of the Taiwan Strait since 2019.90

Nevertheless, it remains the case that the US Navy’s focus (and that of some other major 

Western navies) on high-end war-fighting capabilities has resulted in a deficit in lower-end 

maritime-security capacity. While some of these deficiencies are being addressed, a number 

of commentators argue that the US Navy should adopt an even more disaggregated force 

structure and even more ubiquitous deployments, with larger numbers of smaller crewed 

and uncrewed platforms that can also respond more comprehensively to different levels of 

challenge. Another criticism is that the US strategy of periodic, high-level demonstration 

missions, such as FONOPs, has not produced the desired deterrent effect and that even 

more persistence is needed, with a range of other regional actors playing more prominent 

roles with the US Navy in support.91

Indeed, some other allies and partners may be better placed to take a leading role in 

areas where the great-power dynamic is second to other security concerns and where 

capacity-building for maritime constabulary work or disaster relief will produce more 

influence. Of note in this regard is Australia’s Pacific Maritime Security Program, intended 

to generate improved maritime-security capacity, notably through the supply of new 

patrol craft to Pacific Islands states.92 

HOW GREAT A GAME AT SEA?

For some observers, these evolving dynamics of naval and maritime manoeuvre and 

investment are starting to resemble something of a ‘great game’ at sea that is – while global 

in nature – focused particularly on the Asia-Pacific.93 Indeed, the increasing naval engage-

ment (or, in some cases, re-engagement) of important external players is one aspect of the 

broader recognition of the region’s growing significance as a centre of gravity of global 

economic development and strategic challenge.

The Royal Canadian Navy Halifax-class frigate HMCS Vancouver transits the Taiwan Strait 
in company with the US Navy guided-missile destroyer USS Higgins, 20 September 2022

(mass Communication specialist 1st Class Donavan K. Patubo/U.s.navy via AP)
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In this context, the return of a British naval presence to the region has perhaps attracted 

most attention and debate. A re-engagement was already under way before the 2021 roll-out 

of the UK’s ‘Indo-Pacific tilt’, the Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and 

Foreign Policy and the accompanying Defence Command Paper: these steps reinforced an 

impulse that already existed.94 Added to this was the operational debut of the UK’s regen-

erated carrier-strike capability via the Carrier Strike Group 2021 (CSG21) deployment to 

the region led by the carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth.

In defence and particularly naval terms, the message has been that this renewed British 

engagement will include a mix of forces. To provide a persistent lower-level capability 

in the maritime arena, two River-class Batch 2 offshore patrol vessels have already been 

forward deployed – essentially for defence diplomacy. These vessels are to be supple-

mented by new Type-31 frigates. The UK also foresees the more periodic deployment 

of slightly more capable forces, such as a small amphibious formation dubbed a Littoral 

Response Group, and the episodic deployment of high-level capability, such as a carrier 

strike group. A striking feature of the CSG21 deployment was an exercise bringing together 

HMS Queen Elizabeth, two US carriers and the Japanese Hyuga-class ship Ise – a formation 

of four ‘flat-tops’ from three states.95

An important question is whether this revived British interest will be credible and 

sustainable, not least in light of the UK’s other defence commitments. The ambition appears 

to be there, with talk even of the extended forward deployment of one of the UK’s carriers, 

although this would probably only be possible in an even wider multinational format than 

the CSG21.96 Depending on what is decided regarding Australia’s new nuclear-powered 

submarine capability, another possibility could be the periodic forward deployment into 

the region of a Royal Navy Astute-class SSN.

A major challenge for the UK will be how to sustain the operational effectiveness of its 

lower-level forces as regional developments raise the bar on what constitutes minimum cred-

ible capability. This will also be an important question for France, which regards itself as a 

regional power in the Asia-Pacific by virtue of its territories there and maintains a signifi-

cant permanent presence. The French Navy is grappling with this challenge as it seeks to 

renew its naval patrol and surveillance assets, not least its long-serving Floreal-class light frig-

ates.97 Following an Asia-Pacific deployment by the carrier Charles de Gaulle in 2019, France 

is aiming for a further such mission in 2025.98 In early 2023 the carrier undertook its longest 

power-projection display yet, launching aircraft from the Indian Ocean to forward deploy to 

Singapore, a distance of 4,000 km.99 This followed the navy’s 2021 forward deployment to the 

region of the SSN Emmeraude with a support ship.100 These developments are indicators of 

France’s ambition to expand its naval operations and presence in the Asia-Pacific.

The German Navy’s dispatch of the frigate Bayern to the region on a seven-month 

deployment during 2021 and 2022 was further evidence of increased European interest 

and naval ambition in the Asia-Pacific. It was the first such mission for nearly two decades, 

with a further plan to deploy two more ships in 2024. Likewise, the Netherlands, having 

attached its frigate Evertsen to the UK’s CSG21 deployment, has set out plans to deploy a 

warship to the Asia-Pacific every two years – a significant commitment given the Dutch 

navy’s limited resources.101
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In its Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-

Pacific published in September 2021, the European 

Union stated that it ‘will explore ways to ensure 

enhanced naval deployments by its Member States 

in the region’.102 Just what that will mean and how 

it might deliver it are open questions, given the 

limited success of the EU in the defence and secu-

rity field so far and in light of the renewed focus 

on Euro-Atlantic security following the outbreak 

of the war in Ukraine. Given resource constraints 

and a probable lack of political consensus among 

EU member states regarding long-range deploy-

ments, the northwestern Indian Ocean may be 

the most likely area to see an enhanced European 

maritime security role. Furthermore, the UK has 

maintained a long-standing naval presence in and 

around the Gulf, and there is a limited European 

maritime monitoring operation there (European 

Maritime Awareness in the Strait of Hormuz – 

EMASOH) and an EU Naval Force mission off the 

Horn of Africa – EUNAVFOR Operation Atalanta 

– although the long-term sustainment of the latter 

may be in question.

An enhanced European maritime-security 

role in the northwestern Indian Ocean may not be 

insignificant if it relieves allies and partners of a 

burden, thereby allowing them to concentrate their 

efforts elsewhere in the region. However, for some 

European capitals, notably London and Paris, there 

is at least an implicit commitment to go further if a 

crisis were to erupt in the Western Pacific, although 

possibly by responding on a limited scale with 

niche capabilities. Nevertheless, their efforts could 

make a significant contribution in concert with the 

greater commitment of other regional players. For 

all European powers, a clue to the fact that they 

would need to adjust their threat perceptions – 

currently focused on the Euro-Atlantic area – when 

operating in the Asia-Pacific can be gleaned from 

the relative lack of magazine depth (in terms of VLS 

cells) of major European-design naval platforms, 

compared to those of the more regular Asia-Pacific 

naval operators (see Figure 3.3).

SAM: surface-to-air missile, LACM: land-attack cruise missile, A/S: anti-submarine,  
AShM: anti-ship missile, VLS: vertical launch system
note: missile figures for each vessel are based on the number of vLs cells. 

*to be fitted with additional 24 cells for Sea Ceptor sAm

sources: iiss, military balance+, milbalplus.iiss.org; Janes Fighting ships

Figure 3.3: Magazine depths of selected principal surface combatants
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Balancing these developments is the fact that Russia cannot be counted out as a Pacific 

naval power. Its 2022 Maritime Doctrine appears to place the Pacific second only to the 

Arctic in terms of priority, while Moscow has referred previously to the enormous signifi-

cance of the Pacific Ocean for Russia. The new doctrine spelled out ambitions for developing 

Russia’s naval presence and maritime industrial capacity (including, perhaps unrealisti-

cally, aspirations to construct aircraft carriers).103 The Russian Pacific Fleet has received 

some significant enhancements in recent years, including submarines and modern surface 

vessels, although its main oceangoing surface combatants remain legacies of the Soviet era. 

There have been notable recent joint exercises with China, including some in waters near 

Japan. While these exercises may have been limited in scope and perhaps demonstrated 

more show than substance, signalling is important in the context of how Sino-Russian rela-

tions might develop.

In addition, the recent signs of naval cooperation between China, Iran and Russia 

in the northwestern Indian Ocean could prove a complicating factor in the region in 

the context of a crisis elsewhere in the Asia-Pacific.104 The Iranian navy appears to be 

extending its own reach – with a transit by two vessels through the South Pacific as 

part of a long-range deployment – in another sign of the continuing changes in regional 

naval dynamics.105

AN ASIA-PACIFIC MARITIME PARADOX?

Amid the swirl of cross-currents that characterise the new phase of Asia-Pacific maritime 

competition, it is difficult to determine precisely where the naval balance now stands and 

the trajectory of its evolution. This challenge is compounded by the shadow of the Ukraine 

war and the need to digest the implications and lessons of that conflict, many of which 

have created new uncertainties. Nevertheless, it is possible to contend that although the 

PLAN’s transformation has produced a critical mass of naval power both for operations 

close to home and incipiently for blue-water operations, the coming together of the plans 

and new postures of the US Navy and its allies and partners – combined with the increased 

urgency and ambition of many of their procurement programmes – may be swinging the 

strategic pendulum back in the latter’s favour. The result is something of an Asia-Pacific 

maritime paradox: while China’s maritime power has never been greater and the PLAN 

continues to grow at a remarkable rate, the US and its allies and partners may be clawing 

back some significant advantages such that the PLAN itself may find that it needs to adjust 

its own ambitions and programmes.

In the absence of recent high-intensity naval warfare, attempts to assess regional 

naval developments are bound to be somewhat theoretical. The fact of rapid techno-

logical change is adding another layer of complexity. Questions also remain about 

whether the US and its allies and partners can devise and enact the kind of comprehen-

sive campaigning strategies that they seem to acknowledge are necessary to counter the 

persistent challenges to the status quo. The upshot of all these developments is a general 

increase of assertiveness at sea – not just by China but also by the US and others in the 

region – that may yet deliver strengthened deterrence but also carries increased risk and 

a greater danger of miscalculation.
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China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) has served 

as an avenue for Chinese 
infrastructure development across 

the Asia-Paci fic. However, not all 
countries there have received equal 

attention or embraced BRI membership. 
Following a 2018 peak, BRI investments 

have slowed, providing a window for Western 
alternatives. While concerns of ‘debt-trap’ diplomacy – 

due to indebtedness to China – may not have been borne 
out, Beijing seems to be moving towards promoting Chinese-

centric norms of security, development and digital governance. 

THE BRI IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC AND ITS EVOLVING THEMATIC FOCUS 
The BRI’s focus in the Asia-Pacific has shifted in line with Beijing’s strategic interests, with most 
investment being directed towards Southeast Asia and South Asia. The BRI has also shifted from hard-
infrastructure projects to digital-infrastructure projects. New diplomatic initiatives build on Chinese 
infrastructure and connectivity investments to promote Chinese narratives and norms. 

BRI IMPLEMENTATION: CHINESE RHETORIC VS WESTERN APPREHENSIONS 
Beijing has espoused the BRI as a project to increase connectivity and infrastructure. Western concerns 
have focused on China’s intentions and the potential for debt-trap diplomacy. However, Beijing might 
find itself in a debt trap of its own making following the BRI’s early years of unregulated investment 
and recipient countries’ economic difficulties. 

RIPOSTES TO THE BRI: INITIATIVES BY OTHER POWERS 
Western actors have tried to offer alternatives to BRI infrastructure projects. And while even taken 
together such efforts do not equal the BRI’s funding so far, their timing may be fortuitous: due to 
China’s economic downturn, its spending on such projects is unlikely to increase in the near term. 

THE BRI’S FUTURE AND ASIA-PACIFIC SECURITY 
Beijing seeks to build on the BRI through new initiatives that promote Chinese concepts of security. 
Consequently, the Asia-Pacific will become a battleground for norms and values of relevance to the 
future of the international order. It will be important to observe the extent to which, and how, China 
manages to convert its BRI and digital investments into useful influence. 
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The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has evolved significantly since its launch in 2013. Chinese 

President Xi Jinping announced the BRI in two speeches in 2013, outlining plans for a ‘Silk 

Road Economic Belt’ – involving overland routes for rail and road transportation – intended to 

deepen China’s connectivity with Eurasia and boost trade between China, Eurasia and Europe; 

and a ‘21st Century Maritime Silk Road’, expected to deepen maritime links between China, 

Southeast Asia, South Asia and Europe. The stated ambition was to build closer economic ties 

with China’s neighbouring regions, ultimately linking it to the West, through five priority 

areas: coordinating policy, improving connectivity, reducing impediments to trade, integrating 

financial structures, and building people-to-people ties through exchanges and dialogues in 

various sectors. Over time, however, the BRI expanded in scope to become an umbrella term 

for any Chinese project in developing or emerging economies. The BRI also became a useful 

way for Beijing to expend its industrial overcapacity (through trade development) and promote 

its industrial strategy in new sectors (such as digital technology) beyond its national borders.

The BRI’s geographical reach and thematic priorities have changed since its launch. So 

too has the scope of BRI projects. At first, the initiative concentrated on China’s immediate 

neighbouring regions – Central Asia and Southeast Asia. Its focus has gradually extended 

westward, with projects linking China with Africa and South Asia and, ultimately, linking 

China to markets in Europe. Since 2018, the BRI has been used to deepen China’s relations 

with Latin America and the South Pacific. However, within the Asia-Pacific, the initiative’s 

scope and implementation have also been diverse. While Southeast Asia, Central Asia, 

South Asia and the South Pacific have all been foci for the BRI (see Figure 4.1), Beijing’s 

prioritisation between and within these sub-regions has changed over time. For example, 

an initial focus on projects in Central Asia was quickly supplanted by greater emphasis on 

projects in South and Southeast Asia. 

No. of of�cial BRI projects by country
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*Three projects were cancelled and are therefore not counted as either completed, under way 
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In thematic terms, there was a boom in BRI physical-infrastructure projects around 

2016, with Chinese companies building new rail, road and pipeline networks (or modern-

ising existing networks) and investing in port infrastructure. Such investment raised 

concerns in the West, primarily because of China’s alleged potential ability to exploit debt 

incurred from infrastructure-project loans in order to gain political influence in recipient 

countries. (Subsequent studies have indicated that the empirical evidence does not suggest 

this has been a widespread practice.) As a result of China’s domestic economic downturn, 

Beijing has sought to exert greater central control over the initiative in recent years, and the 

number of new BRI infrastructure projects has slowed since 2019. While Beijing focuses on 

completing infrastructure projects that are already under way, the future of the BRI seems 

to lie in a related initiative: the Digital Silk Road (DSR). Initially branded as a subset of the 

BRI, the DSR has gained momentum since its launch in 2015 and differs from the BRI – not 

only in terms of its thematic focus but also its Chinese stakeholders, contract types and 

geographical reach. However, the roll-out of further Chinese digital investments abroad 

could be complicated by Beijing’s desire for greater control over Chinese private-sector 

technology companies at home (to redirect business focus to the development of advanced 

components) and Washington’s introduction of greater controls on the export of semicon-

ductor and supercomputing technologies to China.

In 2021 and 2022, China launched several efforts to increase its influence along the BRI 

and DSR, announcing three new initiatives centred on Chinese values. While thin on detail, 

they outline the government’s views on security (including data security) and develop-

ment and are particularly focused on gaining influence in the Global South, building on 

Beijing’s perception that the United States is a declining power and presenting a Chinese 

view of the rules-based international order.

No. of of�cial BRI projects by country

1 52

*Three projects were cancelled and are therefore not counted as either completed, under way 
or planned.

131

Southeast Asia

91

South Asia

43

Central Asia

33

South Paci�c

Total projects by sub-region, 2013–21

Status of projects, 2021*

Completed Under way Planned
195 60 40

Figure 4.1: BRI projects in 
the Asia-Pacific, 2013–21 

note: in the context of this figure, Australia has been included as part of the south Pacific. 
source: iiss, China Connects, chinaconnects.iiss.org
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While the US, its allies and other international partners have attempted to push back 

against China’s global infrastructure and connectivity initiatives, alternatives to the BRI 

and DSR have not succeeded overall. Although countries are open to alternatives to the 

BRI and DSR, the US and its allies and partners have been unable thus far to provide infra-

structure at the scale required to rival the BRI. Despite their changing nature, the BRI and 

the DSR remain important elements of China’s foreign policy in the Asia-Pacific.

THE BRI IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC AND ITS EVOLVING THEMATIC FOCUS

The geographic and thematic foci of the BRI in the Asia-Pacific have shifted since 2013 in 

line with Beijing’s strategic interests. While the initiative was launched in 2013 in Central 

Asia, over the last decade most BRI investment in the Asia-Pacific has been directed towards 

Southeast Asia and South Asia, with an uptick in investments in the South Pacific since 

2018. Australia, India, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan have remained outside the BRI due 

to either bilateral political tensions with China or their alliance with the United States. The 

following assessment examines the geographical and sectoral emphases of the BRI in four 

Asia-Pacific sub-regions (Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia and the South Pacific), 

presenting IISS data on officially branded BRI projects in each. It also assesses challenges to 

the BRI in each sub-region, as well as new Chinese initiatives that build on the BRI.

Southeast Asia 

For trade, security and geopolitical reasons, Southeast Asia is likely to remain the Asia-

Pacific sub-region that is most strategically important for Beijing. Many countries in 

Southeast Asia have strong trading relationships with China and play an important role in 

its supply chains. China has ranked as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ (ASEAN) 

largest trading partner since 2009, while ASEAN has been China’s largest trading partner 

since 2020. Additionally, vital maritime trade routes to China run through Southeast 

Asia; despite attempts to decrease reliance on maritime trade by expanding regional rail 

networks through the BRI, Chinese imports and exports remain dependent on shipping.1 

Moreover, Beijing seeks to foster the continuing non-alignment of Southeast Asian coun-

tries as a bulwark against greater regional alignment with the US, in what Beijing views as 

an era characterised by ‘Cold War mentality’ on the part of the US.2 

In Southeast Asia, official BRI projects have been concentrated predominantly in 

Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, the Philippines and Vietnam (see Figure 4.2). Chinese invest-

ment in Southeast Asia peaked in 2017, when nearly six times the number of projects 

were launched in the sub-region compared with 2013. Between 2013 and 2015, most BRI 

projects concerned transport and energy infrastructure. From 2016, they were diversi-

fied to include special economic zones and trade agreements with recipient countries. 

By 2020, the largest category of BRI investments in Southeast Asia focused on ‘Health 

Silk Road’ projects, which included the donation and sale of protective equipment and 

Chinese vaccines, as well as people-to-people connections through medical-expert visits 

and exchanges. Southeast Asia has also been a key destination for DSR investments, with 

Chinese firms playing a dominant role in telecommunications-infrastructure provision in 

poorer countries, including Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar. In more sophisticated markets 
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– Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and 

Singapore – China’s role has not been so 

dominant. While there has been much contro-

versy in Western countries over the adoption 

of Chinese-owned next-generation network 

infrastructure, in Southeast Asia similar 

debate has often been absent. In Indonesia, 

for example, the government has prioritised 

bridging the ‘two Indonesias’ – that is, the 

highly connected part of the country centred 

on Java, and the less connected eastern part 

of the country – and has favoured Chinese 

investment because of its low cost and fast 

roll-out.3 Aside from investments in phys-

ical infrastructure, Southeast Asia presents a 

growth market for Chinese digital platforms 

and services due to its large, growing and 

‘tech-savvy’ population.4

Challenges to the BRI in Southeast Asia 

include concerns about economic depend-

encies on China (such as in the Philippines), 

ethnic tensions (in Indonesia, for example), 

and corporate social responsibility issues 

relating to the standards of projects (such 

as in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and 

Vietnam).5 These concerns have at times 

impacted governments, as protesters have 

claimed that their governments have become 

too favourably disposed towards China 

and placed maintaining favourable bilateral 

relations ahead of wider national interests. 

Ethnic tensions have at times been fuelled by the view that China-led BRI projects only 

benefit migrant workers from China. In Indonesia, for example, the number of Chinese 

guest workers residing in the country rose from 17,515 in 2015 to 30,000 in 2018, while 

domestic unemployment remained around 5% during that time.6 

China’s growing economic clout in Southeast Asia is reflected in public-opinion polls 

about economic influence in the region. According to the State of Southeast Asia 2023 

Survey Report published by the Singapore-based ISEAS–Yusof Ishak Institute, over 59.9% 

of respondents considered China the most influential economic power in Southeast Asia 

(of this number, 64.5% were worried about China’s economic influence), while 41.5% 

regarded China as the most influential political and strategic power in the region (of this 

number, 68.5% were worried about China’s expanding influence in these areas).7 The most 

indebted countries to China in Southeast Asia are Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, which 

source: iiss, China Connects,  

chinaconnects.iiss.org

Figure 4.2: BRI projects in Southeast Asia, 2013–21
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are also three of the top five countries that 

have received the most BRI funding. Several 

countries in Southeast Asia, including 

Myanmar and Vietnam, have sought alter-

natives to BRI investment. For example, in 

2018, Thailand proposed a regional effort to 

create alternatives to Chinese infrastructure 

funding through the establishment of an 

Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong Economic 

Cooperation Strategy (ACMECS) fund 

worth US$500 million.8 This was ultimately 

funded by Thailand, with contributions from 

Australia, Japan, South Korea and the US. In 

Vietnam, the EU Global Gateway initiative is 

funding the Tra Vinh nearshore wind farm.9 Myanmar, in turn, has looked to India for 

infrastructure financing, such as in the India–Myanmar Border Area Development project, 

including for the construction of roads, bridges and schools in Chin State and the Naga 

Self-Administered Zone.10 Alternatives to BRI funding have been successful in limited 

cases, although such endeavours have not yet been able to match the BRI’s offer at scale.

Controversies pertaining to Chinese firms’ alleged lack of corporate social responsi-

bility when implementing BRI projects in Southeast Asia have led to disputes over land 

ownership, labour rights, corruption and environmental impact. Ethnic tensions have also 

arisen, with concerns sometimes voiced by local populations that Chinese workers on BRI 

projects have received higher pay. For example, a high-speed-railway project linking the 

Thailand–Laos border to the Thailand–Malaysia border faced pushback from Bangkok, 

with the government denying China’s request for development rights on the land on either 

side of the railway. Thai policymakers also pushed back on the issue of whether Chinese 

engineers would be allowed to work in Thailand, though a compromise was ultimately 

reached.11 This pushback should be seen within the context of the domestic criticism 

levelled at the Thai government at the time for its perceived close relationship with China 

and overreliance on Beijing for diplomatic and strategic support.12 

South Asia 

Of the countries in the South Asia sub-region, Pakistan has received the largest share of 

BRI investment, while smaller states there have attempted to use Chinese investment to 

hedge against India. Sri Lanka, under then-president Mahinda Rajapaksa, saw Chinese 

investment through the BRI as an economic opportunity but also as a ballast to its fractious 

relationship with India.13 Similarly, Nepal and Maldives have alternated between prior-

itising China or India in their foreign relations, depending on the governments in power 

at the time. Chinese investments in the region have not necessarily created more favour-

able conditions for Beijing’s influence. Chinese investment in South Asia has been one 

factor encouraging India to align more closely with the West, notably through the Quad 

(a grouping of Australia, India, Japan and the US); India has also agreed to the potential

(Jes Aznar/Getty images)

Protesters march towards the Chinese consulate in Metro  
Manila on the Philippines’ Independence Day, 12 June 2019
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establishment of the US–India Gandhi–King

Development Foundation, as well as to 

collaborate with the US to provide joint 

development finance where possible – 

including through a partnership between the 

US Agency for International Development 

and India’s Development Partnership 

Administration, which seeks to expand 

development activity in third countries.14 

More than half of official BRI projects 

in South Asia have been in Pakistan (see 

Figure 4.3). Almost one-quarter have been 

in Nepal. While also recipients of BRI invest-

ment, taken together Sri Lanka and Maldives 

accounted for less than one-seventh of BRI 

projects in the sub-region. Between 2013 and 

2021, China invested in 18 different catego-

ries of BRI projects in South Asia.15 These 

included energy, real estate, transport infra-

structure, digital infrastructure and services, 

trade agreements, special economic zones 

and industrial parks. From 2013–16, Chinese 

BRI investment in South Asia focused 

primarily on energy and transport infrastruc-

ture. However, from 2016 it widened in scope 

to include special economic zones, industrial 

parks and new trade agreements. 

 The BRI in South Asia has achieved its 

intended goal of exporting Chinese indus-

trial overcapacity abroad. From 2010–18, for 

example, the value of Chinese industrial-goods 

exports to Pakistan increased from US$3.1 

billion to US$8.2bn.16 Nevertheless, South 

Asian BRI projects have faced security, polit-

ical, economic, geographical and governance 

challenges. Since 2018, the number of new BRI projects agreed to in South Asia has slowed 

due to worsening economic conditions in Maldives, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. In addition, some 

of the existing projects are located in geographically challenging locations, such as Pakistan’s 

Himalayan interior, which is seeing construction of railway infrastructure and pipelines as part of 

the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) project. The costs of transporting via these infra-

structure projects once finished would far exceed the cost of the maritime-shipping options to 

which they supposedly provide an alternative. According to one study, ‘if a Chinese oil company 

chose to move 200,000 bpd [barrels per day] of crude [oil] through the Burma–China pipeline 

source: iiss, China Connects,  

chinaconnects.iiss.org

Figure 4.3: BRI projects in South Asia, 2013–21

Total
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Sri Lanka 7
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Nepal 19
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and 250,000 bpd through the Pakistan–China 

line, it could lose roughly a billion dollars a year 

compared to what it would have paid to move 

the oil by sea to eastern China’.17 Other esti-

mates claim that shipping oil from the Persian 

Gulf to the east coast of China would cost just 

US$2 per barrel, compared to potentially US$15 

per barrel to move it overland from Pakistan 

to western China and then through further 

distribution centres to China’s eastern region.18 

Bureaucratic and governance challenges also 

exist, as countries like Nepal do not have the 

bureaucratic capacity to get large-scale infra-

structure projects off the ground. For example, 

the Trans-Himalayan railway project has been on hold since 2014 as Nepal lacks the technical 

expertise and engineers to conduct a feasibility study of the project or review any study that 

would be carried out by China. Further stalling the project is the fact that neither Nepal nor China 

wishes to fund the feasibility study.19 Meanwhile, in Pakistan the BRI has faced some of its most 

severe security challenges so far, with numerous terrorist attacks targeting infrastructure projects 

or Chinese personnel working on them. The CPEC runs through insecure parts of Pakistan, and 

Chinese nationals have been targeted by extremists in Quetta and Karachi.20 In June 2017, the 

Islamic State (ISIS) claimed that it had killed two Chinese nationals who were abducted from 

Quetta.21 In December 2017, Beijing warned Chinese nationals publicly that more attacks on 

Chinese nationals in Pakistan could be imminent. In 2018, gunmen opened fire on employees 

of Cosco Shipping Lines Pakistan, killing one Chinese national.22 In September 2022, a Chinese-

Pakistani national was killed at a dental clinic in Karachi, while in April that year three Chinese 

teachers were killed in Karachi by a suicide bomber.23

Central Asia

By the time the BRI was launched, bilateral relations between China and countries in Central 

Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) were already 

extensive. Beijing sought to strengthen economic ties with the region, particularly to help 

boost the economic development of China’s less wealthy western provinces. Indeed, in 2013, 

China was the top trading partner of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan and the second-largest 

trading partner for the other countries in the sub-region.24 Central Asia has also played an 

important role in expanding China’s access to energy imports from the region and Russia. 

Energy and transportation projects had already started prior to the launch of the BRI, as 

China became a net importer of oil in 1993 and turned to Russia and Central Asia for energy 

imports.25 In the late 1990s, China National Petroleum Corporation acquired the rights to 

two major oilfields in Kazakhstan and constructed a Kazakhstan–China oil pipeline.26 BRI 

energy-focused projects thus expanded on an existing network of oil and gas pipelines. 

Chinese investments were welcomed by Central Asian governments and have focused on 

energy, transport corridors and, since 2018, helping Central Asian countries to diversify 

The Chinese-operated Gwadar Port in Balochistan, southwest Pakistan

(sm rafiq Photography/Getty images)
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their economic bases, notably through invest-

ments in digital infrastructure. 

Large flagship BRI projects for Central Asia 

were announced soon after the BRI’s launch, 

focused primarily on power-generation projects, 

extractive industries and railway networks to 

carry gas and oil to China while also facilitating 

the export of goods from China. In addition 

to signing numerous memoranda of under-

standing and trade agreements, Chinese-built 

and -operated special economic zones (such as 

those in Kazakhstan) were intended to facilitate 

trade with China. However, from 2017 onwards 

Chinese investment in the sub-region through 

the BRI diversified to include greater investment 

in roads and highways, as well as in low-carbon 

power-generation infrastructure through solar 

and wind parks and hydroelectric power plants. 

From 2020 onwards, new BRI projects focused 

almost entirely on health initiatives (see Figure 

4.4) – in line with China’s health diplomacy 

during the coronavirus pandemic. Though 

Chinese tech companies have been invested in 

Central Asia since the early 2000s, such firms 

have expanded into the sub-region more signif-

icantly since 2018, taking leading shares in 

national ICT network infrastructures and rolling out surveillance-related technologies, as well 

as ‘smart city’ projects.27

New Chinese-built transport-connectivity infrastructure in the sub-region has increased 

rail traffic between Europe and Asia, particularly since the coronavirus pandemic. From 2016–

21, the annual number of China–Europe freight trains increased from 1,702 to 15,183, with 

an increase of nearly 80% in the first quarter of 2021 compared to the same period in 2020.28 

However, the vast majority of trade between Europe and China is still carried out by shipping: 

in 2019, over 95% of trade in goods between Germany and China was transported by shipping.29 

Future investment in Central Asian rail networks connecting Europe and China is doubtful. In 

2022, China–EU rail freight saw a 34% drop in volume via the ‘Northern Corridor’ due to the 

Russian war of aggression in Ukraine and as ocean freight costs fell back to pre-pandemic 

levels.30 Even if the war in Ukraine were to end, the future of Europe–China freight transport 

would not look positive. Economic and political developments in Europe could lead to a drop 

in demand for freight from China, while the greater fragmentation of global supply chains 

that exclude China could continue to impact the demand for freight transport between China 

and Europe. Moreover, the BRI has not been spared in Central Asia from political concerns 

over undue Chinese influence, or from corruption scandals, which in some cases have led to 

source: iiss, China Connects,  

chinaconnects.iiss.org
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Figure 4.4: BRI projects in Central Asia, 2013–21
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the cancellation of Chinese projects.31 In 2019, 

former prime minister of Kyrgyzstan Sapar 

Isakov was charged with corruption following 

his attempted lobbying for the interests of a 

Chinese company in a project to modernise 

the Bishkek Thermal Power Station.32 In 2019, 

Kazakhstan decided to end infrastructure 

financing from China for a light-railway transit 

project, due to embezzlement of the funds.33

South Pacific

While Chinese agreements with certain 

countries in the Pacific Islands have raised 

concerns in some Western capitals since 2018 

– a notable example being the 2022 China–

Solomon Islands security agreement – the 

sub-region is only a minor destination for BRI investment.34 Despite this, Western anxiety 

over the potential for greater Chinese influence has led to increased infrastructure funding 

from Western countries, notably Australia, New Zealand and the US.35 

Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and the Federated States of Micronesia 

have received the largest shares of BRI projects in the South Pacific, with Papua New 

Guinea accounting for almost a quarter of the projects in the sub-region between 2013 and 

2021 (see Figure 4.5). BRI investment was slow to gain momentum in the South Pacific; 

the number of projects agreed per year only picked up significantly in 2018. While early 

projects were focused on airport infrastructure and low-carbon power-generation infra-

structure, in 2017 multiple trade agreements were signed. Additionally, BRI projects 

diversified to include investments in extractive industries, bridges, energy-transmission 

infrastructure and ports. In 2020, during the coronavirus pandemic, Health Silk Road 

projects were signed with eight Pacific Island states.36

Despite Chinese loans and grants to the sub-region, China and the BRI have made only 

a minimal impact in recipient Pacific Island states. There has not been any significant shift 

in Chinese investment or trade towards the sub-region, with the exception of Papua New 

Guinea. Exports from China to the South Pacific have increased twelvefold in value between 

2000 and 2018, though the numbers for exports from Pacific Island countries to China have 

grown at a much less impressive rate.37 Papua New Guinea, however, has continued to 

have significantly stronger trade ties with Australia than with China in both imports and 

exports.38 In Australia, concerns of debt-trap diplomacy in the South Pacific have been 

prominent.39 Such concerns have proved an obstacle for the BRI, despite these claims being 

largely unproven empirically. Of the South Pacific countries, Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu are 

the most indebted to China, with Tonga owing roughly 25% of its total annual GDP to the 

Export–Import Bank of China (Eximbank).40 This has prompted Pacific powers – including 

Australia, New Zealand and the US – to pay closer attention to the Pacific Island states and 

consider providing alternatives to the BRI by supporting socio-economic development 

Then Chinese premier Li Keqiang and Solomon Islands Prime Minister Manasseh 
Sogavare inspect honour guards during a welcome ceremony in Beijing, 9 October 2019

(Wang Zhao/AFP via Getty images)



101CHinA’s beLt AnD roAD initiAtive A DeCADe on

projects. Further major Chinese investment in 

the form of large-scale physical-infrastructure 

projects is unlikely given the existing debt 

burdens and the lack of demand for Chinese 

loans. In 2021, Samoa scrapped a China-

backed port-development project, while a 

road project with Papua New Guinea has 

been stalled since the contract for the project 

was signed in 2017. Only two countries signed 

up to new loans with China between 2017 and 

2021: Solomon Islands, for the 2023 Pacific 

Games Stadium, and Kiribati, for agricultural 

and technology support.41 Instead, the BRI 

is likely to focus on its existing connectivity 

projects in sub-regions closer to China and 

with greater economic potential.

New diplomatic initiatives 

In addition to the BRI initiatives and DSR 

investment in these countries, in recent 

years China has launched three new initia-

tives directed at the Global South: the Global 

Initiative on Data Security – also referred to 

as the Global Data Security Initiative (GDSI) 

– the Global Development Initiative (GDI) 

and the Global Security Initiative (GSI). These initiatives, revealed in documents offering 

different levels of detail, appear to be intended to build on the past decade of Chinese infra-

structure and connectivity investments to promote Chinese narratives and norms in line 

with Beijing’s view of the international order and its national interests. 

The GDSI was launched in 2020 and proposes a framework for data security, data storage 

and digital commerce (see Figure 4.6). It adds a normative layer to China’s half-decade of 

global digital investment through the DSR. China organised a diplomatic roadshow across 

Central Asia, Africa and Europe to garner support for the initiative, through speeches by 

Xi and presentations by ministers and high-level officials from the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. While the relevant official document is light on detail, the GDSI has been viewed 

in the West as China’s riposte to the US ‘clean network initiative’ (launched in 2020) and 

expounds principles of ‘multilateralism’, security development and ‘fairness and justice’.42 

When mentioned by Chinese officials, the GDSI’s emphasis oscillates between security and 

digital economy. For example, when the initiative was discussed at the China–Germany–EU 

leadership meeting in 2020, it was framed as a way to develop a global digital economy. 

However, when speaking at the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation summit two months 

later, Xi framed the GDSI through a lens of security and stability, presenting it as a way to 

build a more ‘peaceful, secure, open, cooperative, and orderly’ cyberspace.43 The GDSI is 

note: in the context of this figure, 

Australia has been included as part  

of the south Pacific.

source: iiss, China Connects,  

chinaconnects.iiss.org
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seemingly promoted in different ways to different audiences, focusing on narratives that 

might garner the most support from different partners.

The GDI was launched by Xi in his speech to the United Nations General Assembly 

in September 2021. The initiative aims to represent China as a leader of the Global 

South, offer an alternative to the ‘Western-led’ international order, and build on Beijing’s 

narrative that the US and the wider West are in decline. The GDI includes as priority 

areas ‘poverty alleviation, food security, COVID-19 response and vaccine, development 

financing, climate change and green development, industrialization, digital economy 

and connectivity’.44 Launched at a time when the global coronavirus pandemic was 

slowing down, the GDI was also framed as a way for China to help the Global South 

recover from the social and economic challenges caused by the pandemic. Despite a lack 

of detail on the initiative, over 50 countries have joined the ‘UN Group of Friends of 

the Global Development Initiative’, established by China less than four months after the 

GDI’s launch. However, in addition to outlining support for socio-economic develop-

ment, the GDI also seeks to promote Chinese views on human rights and the ‘collective’, 

in line with Beijing’s efforts to reshape global rules and governance. With regard to the 

former, the GDI frames ‘development’ as a prerequisite for human rights. Effectively 

positing that human rights are a secondary matter runs counter to the UN Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and suggests that human rights are voluntary, while also 

leaving vague the definition of ‘development’, the supposedly necessary precondition 

for respecting human rights. The GDI also makes numerous mentions of the ‘collective’ 

and the ‘greater good’, in line with Beijing’s views that the preferences of the state should 

override individual rights.45 

note: the eight tenets are as translated by DigiChina, from the original Chinese-language speech in 2020 by then-foreign minister Wang Yi.
source: DigiChina, digichina.stanford.edu

Figure 4.6: China’s Global Initiative on Data Security: eight tenets
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Initially proposed in April 2022, the 

GSI was formally launched with a concept 

paper on 21 February 2023. The document 

outlines core concepts and principles for 

global peace and security, offering some 

detail on China’s plan for the initiative. The 

GSI lists China’s commitment to six princi-

ples: ‘common, comprehensive, cooperative 

and sustainable security … respecting the 

sovereignty and territorial integrity of all 

countries … abiding by the purposes and 

principles of the UN Charter … taking the 

legitimate security concerns of all coun-

tries seriously … peacefully resolving 

differences and disputes between countries 

through dialogue and consultation … [and] maintaining security in both traditional and 

non-traditional domains’.46 The GSI also offers broad plans for priority areas of coopera-

tion. Listed first is putting forward a ‘New Agenda for Peace’ and other proposals in the 

UN. The initiative also outlines China’s position on the need for peaceful coexistence 

between major countries, preventing nuclear war and avoiding arms races. Additionally, 

the initiative seeks to promote regional security solutions for and by regional states in 

Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. It is likely 

that Beijing seeks to replicate its concept of ‘Asia for Asians’ in other regions, which 

could potentially weaken the existing world order as well as US capacity to help 

manage or resolve crises in other regions. In addition to listing existing and new plat-

forms for cooperation and dialogue, the GSI also mentions detailed examples of Chinese 

programmes, such as China’s offer to ‘provide other developing countries with 5,000 

training opportunities in the next five years to train professionals for addressing global 

security issues’.47 

These three initiatives aim to promote Chinese-centric norms and values in the 

Global South. This ambition will be particularly relevant in developing and emerging 

economies where China has invested heavily in development aid or infrastructure 

projects through the BRI and DSR. It also allows Beijing to continue to shape the inter-

national system in its favour at a time when large-scale infrastructure projects are not 

feasible due to economic conditions in China and questions of demand (as outlined 

earlier in this chapter). Beijing has previously argued that the BRI is ‘an economic 

cooperation initiative, not a geopolitical or military alliance’.48 However, these three 

initiatives indicate that Beijing’s engagement with the Global South is not just based on 

the provision of aid or helping to develop local economies; it is now expanding more 

formally to promote Chinese concepts of security, based closely on China’s own concept 

of comprehensive national security, its ‘golden prescription for global challenges’ and 

development, and the storage, processing and transfer of data globally according to 

Chinese norms.49 

President Xi Jinping announces the Global Development Initiative in a virtual 
address to the UN General Assembly in New York City, US, 21 September 2021 

(mary Altaffer/PooL/AFP via Getty images)
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BRI IMPLEMENTATION: CHINESE RHETORIC VS WESTERN APPREHENSIONS 

Official Chinese and Western rhetoric on the BRI present similar interpretations of both the 

role of the Chinese government and the ambition behind the initiative. They differ, however, 

on China’s intent. While Beijing has espoused the BRI as a project to increase connectivity 

and infrastructure, linking regions and benefiting recipient countries’ economic growth, 

Western views of the BRI have tended to be more suspicious of China’s intentions. Indeed, 

in 2017, then US secretary of defense James Mattis stated that ‘no one nation should put 

itself in a position of dictating “one belt, one road”’.50 In 2021, the G7 expressed concern 

about China’s ‘coercive’ economic policies and ‘debt-trap’ diplomacy towards developing 

countries.51 That same year, then US secretary of state Rex Tillerson criticised the BRI for 

burdening recipient countries with job losses for local populations – due to the import of 

Chinese labour to manage and work on BRI projects – and ‘enormous levels of debt’.52 

Judging BRI implementation: statecraft vs ‘partycraft’

By 2021, over half (64%) of the BRI projects in Southeast Asia, the South Pacific and South 

Asia had been completed, while 22% were ongoing and 14% were still at the planning 

stage.53 These statistics give the impression – at least, at first glance – that implementation 

of the BRI has been and continues to be largely successful. 

However, judging implementation against these metrics risks overlooking both the fact 

that the last decade of BRI implementation has in some ways proved to be chaotic and also 

the question of recipient countries’ agency. The BRI’s roll-out in the last ten years has lacked 

central bureaucratic oversight and control and a coherent implementation strategy. It was 

originally advertised by Beijing as a systematic project intended to ‘promote the connectivity 

of Asian, European and African continents and their adjacent seas, establish and strengthen 

partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road, set up all-dimensional, multi-

tiered and composite connectivity networks, and realize diversified, independent, balanced 

and sustainable development in these countries’.54 However, the BRI’s early years were 

marred by a lack of leadership and structure. Instead of being led by the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and Ministry of Commerce, as might have been expected for a major foreign-policy 

initiative focused on socio-economic development and connectivity, managing the BRI was 

instead delegated to the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), which 

sought to fold China’s domestic economic planning agenda into the BRI. The initiative also 

lacked concrete policies that directed how, where and by whom projects would be imple-

mented. Instead, the BRI has been run according to vague action plans issued by the Chinese 

Communist Party’s (CCP) BRI Leading Small Group and the NDRC. Existing infrastructure 

projects were rebranded as BRI projects, while various Chinese stakeholders at different 

levels of government and industry used the initiative as a vehicle for pursuing their own 

interests – with the incentive of government financial support. 

This apparent lack of coordination calls into question whether the BRI is the example 

of Chinese statecraft that both the Chinese government and Western commentators have 

claimed it to be: a strategic, coordinated, plan-driven and target-oriented action in pursuit 

of clear, long-term goals using the tools of the state and operated by a unitary actor 

through directed steps. The reality of the BRI is that ‘propaganda exceeds implementation, 
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activity overtakes purpose, and actors further down the hierarchy have much latitude in 

interpreting the terms of their involvement’.55 Instead of being seen as effective tools of 

statecraft, the BRI and DSR should perhaps be viewed as tools of the CCP’s ‘partycraft’: ‘a 

campaign-style mobilization’ that is able to ‘create bursts of activity and overcome bureau-

cratic inertia, working simultaneously through state institutions, the party structure and 

popular participation’.56 This would explain why the BRI has not had the large-scale effect 

anticipated by Western politicians and officials at the peak of BRI investments globally in 

2016. Importantly, the idea of debt-trap diplomacy turned out to be unproven and China’s 

investment in nearly 60 ports worldwide has not – contrary to the expressed fears of some 

commentators – provided it with immediate access to a global network of dual-use ports, 

let alone naval bases.57 

Debt-trap diplomacy for whom?

Proponents of the theory that the BRI is a tool for China’s debt-trap diplomacy (such as the 

former Trump administration in the US) often point to China’s control over Hambantota 

Port in Sri Lanka.58 Following unsuccessful efforts to gain investment from the US and India 

for the port project, in 2015 Chinese construction firm China Harbour Group Engineering 

Company and China Eximbank agreed to fund a contract to build, own, operate and transfer 

the port following heavy lobbying by the Chinese firms. While some commentators have 

attributed China Merchants Port Holdings Company and China Harbour’s 99-year lease as 

proof that the Chinese project was a ‘debt-for-equity’ swap (as a result of Sri Lanka’s deep 

indebtedness to China), research has shown the opposite. Colombo’s need to refinance the 

port project came about due to complex and long-standing national economic and finan-

cial problems in the Sri Lankan economy – and there was never a default. Furthermore, 

rather than being used to pay off China Eximbank, the US$1.12bn cash infusion was used 

to strengthen Sri Lanka’s foreign reserves.59

China is the world’s largest private lender. However, the notion that Beijing can leverage 

global debt as a strategic means to gain access to any and all strategic equity is a myth. 

Rather, it could be asked whether, instead of trapping sovereign countries in Chinese debt 

for strategic value, Beijing has inadvertently been caught in a debt trap of its own making.

Nearly 60% of China’s overseas loans are currently held by countries considered to be 

in financial distress, compared with just 5% 

in 2010.60 This phenomenon has only been 

exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic 

and the war in Ukraine, which have put 

China’s overseas-lending portfolio at higher 

risk than ever before. Russia was China’s 

largest foreign debtor, accounting for over 

15% of BRI lending in the first five years of 

the initiative. Russia, Belarus and Ukraine 

together accounted for 20% of China’s over-

seas lending over the last two decades.61 

Moreover, countries involved in the BRI 
(ishara s. Kodikara/AFP via Getty images)

Workers welcome a port visit from China’s space- and missile-tracking  
ship Yuan Wang 5 in Hambantota, Sri Lanka, 16 August 2022
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are requesting debt restructuring from China. For example, in 2022 Pakistan sought to 

reschedule US$27bn of bilateral debt, mostly owed to China.62 

China’s lending boom has already largely ended, however, and the outbreak of full-

scale war in Ukraine in 2022 added additional risk of contagion to its other loans. China is 

therefore likely to reduce significantly – or halt – lending in the near term and to be hesi-

tant to renegotiate existing debts. It is also noteworthy that while China has in the past 

two decades focused on bilateral debt restructuring involving Chinese state-owned banks, 

in February 2023 it called on the G20 to multilateralise the debt burden that China faces, 

calling for ‘joint action, fair burden’ in debt settlement.63 

The question of some countries’ indebtedness to China – as a consequence of Beijing’s BRI 

investments – has been linked to several Western governments’ concerns that Beijing seeks to 

invest in ports funded under the BRI in order to build dual-use facilities that could be used 

to support its naval-expansion programme. So far, the Chinese navy has used the ports of 

Gwadar in Pakistan and Hambantota in Sri Lanka, while China is reportedly building a naval 

facility at Ream Naval Base in Cambodia. The US Department of Defense has suggested that 

in the Asia-Pacific, China ‘has likely considered’ Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, Pakistan, 

Singapore, Sri Lanka and Thailand as potential locations for military-logistics facilities.64 

While at present the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has just one official overseas mili-

tary base (in Djibouti), it is reasonable to assume that the PLA may consider expanding its 

access and potential ownership of military bases across the Asia-Pacific in the future in order 

to provide logistic support that could better enable its international projection of military 

power. However, speculation in the US, India and elsewhere from 2004 onwards that China 

seeks to develop a chain of naval bases across the Indian Ocean, sometimes referred to as the 

‘string of pearls’, has so far not materialised in any clear-cut form.

Analysis of the BRI has tended to focus more on perceived Chinese intent than on 

recipient states’ agency in decision-making on BRI projects. Countries that receive Chinese 

investment usually understand very well the geopolitical context in which they are situ-

ated and, as a result, are hesitant to make overt choices between strategic alignment with 

the US or with China. They understand that joining the BRI could be seen as acquiescing to 

Chinese geopolitical strategy. When counter-offers to the BRI have been available, Chinese 

influence has appeared to have had a limited impact in determining a recipient country’s 

choice. For example, in 2018 the government of Papua New Guinea chose to uphold a 

deal with the Chinese company Huawei to build its internet infrastructure and submarine 

cables, calling an 11th-hour counter-offer by Australia, Japan and the US ‘a bit patron-

ising’ as Huawei had already completed over half of the project.65 Since then, Australia, 

Japan and the US have successfully won contracts for submarine-cable projects intended 

to connect Nauru, Palau, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands.66 

RIPOSTES TO THE BRI: INITIATIVES BY OTHER POWERS 

In the Asia-Pacific, a significant amount of funding is required to develop infrastructure. In 

2017, the Asian Development Bank assessed that developing countries in Asia would require 

US$26 trillion in infrastructure between 2017 and 2030.67 Since 2013, it is estimated that China 

has spent between US$1trn and US$2trn on the BRI.68 China likely lacks the capacity to respond 
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comprehensively to the demand for new infrastructure across Asia. In principle then, Western 

and Japanese alternatives to the BRI may have useful and welcome roles to play.

Initially, Western countries (and countries with complicated relationships with China, 

such as India) were ambivalent about the BRI. However, in 2017, then US National Security 

Council senior director for East Asia Matt Pottinger led the US delegation to the first Belt 

and Road Forum.69 Some Western views verged on the positive. While addressing the EU 

Parliament in 2018, EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and 

European Commission Vice President Federica Mogherini stated: ‘only if we engage together 

with China, we can make our interests, our goals and our vision on connectivity converge’.70 

However, the European Union, Japan and the US have subsequently made multiple 

efforts to provide alternatives to Chinese infrastructure projects (see Table 4.1). Some of 

these initiatives have yet to result in a single successful project, while others have been too 

slow to get off the ground, or to expand geographically, to offer realistic options to recip-

ient countries seeking infrastructure investments.71 

In September 2018, the EU launched its Strategy for Connecting Europe and Asia (known 

as the EU–Asia Connectivity Strategy).72 It focuses on transport, energy, digital-network 

Year Initiative Countries/organisations

2013 Belt and Road Initiative China

2015 Digital Silk Road China

2018 Strategy for Connecting Europe and Asia European Union

2018 Funding for Indo-Pacific infrastructure development US

2019 Blue Dot Network US, Japan, Australia

2020 Global Initiative on Data Security China

2021 Build Back Better World G7 (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, UK, US (+EU))

2022 Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment G7 (including EU)

2022 Global Gateway European Union

2022 Quad Joint Leaders’ Statement, 24 May 2022 – US$50 
billion of infrastructure assistance and investment in the 
Indo-Pacific over the next five years

Quad (India, Japan, Australia, US)

2022 Jointly Advancing the Global Development Initiative and 
Writing a New Chapter for Common Development

China

2022 Global Security Initiative concept paper China

source: iiss

Table 4.1: China and the West: global-connectivity initiatives announced, 2013–22 
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and people-to-people projects, as well as 

promoting sustainable finance. The US was 

quick to follow, with Congress passing the 

Better Utilization of Investments Leading to 

Development (BUILD) Act in October 2018, 

which sought to restructure the Overseas 

Private Investment Corporation into a new 

agency – the US International Development 

Finance Corporation – with a doubled 

investment cap of US$60bn.73 The agency was authorised to invest equity in develop-

ment projects instead of just providing loans through private-sector participation. In July 

2018, the Trump administration announced that it would also make US$113m available 

for infrastructure-development programmes in the Asia-Pacific.74 Even taken together, 

these funds stood in stark contrast to the estimated US$1trn that China had already spent 

on the BRI. The announcement of the Blue Dot Network in 2019, a joint agreement by 

Australia, Japan and the US (and, later, with Indian participation) to collaborate on the 

promotion of quality infrastructure investments, made the lack of Western financing in the 

face of Chinese spending even more obvious.75 The agreement had no funding attached 

to it, instead seeking to compete with the BRI by acting as a certification process for infra-

structure investment to assure projects were of high quality and sustainable and that their 

funding’s origin was transparent. To date, these efforts have had little success in competing 

with the BRI’s global reach across multiple sectors.

Perhaps having recognised that greater financing would be required to provide 

genuine alternatives to the BRI’s offerings, the US and EU have both launched reformu-

lated infrastructure initiatives. In June 2021, the US, together with other members of the 

G7, launched the Build Back Better World (B3W) initiative, intended to provide ‘hundreds 

of billions of dollars of infrastructure for low- and middle-income countries in the coming 

years’.76 Just over a year later, the G7 relaunched the B3W as the Partnership for Global 

Infrastructure and Investment (PGII), this time providing more details of what it entailed. 

The US planned to provide US$200bn through the PGII over the following five years – 

through grants, federal financing and private-sector investment.77 The other G7 countries 

would provide an additional US$400bn by 2027.78 Unlike in previous efforts, examples 

of pilot projects were provided at the launch of the partnership, such as a US$2bn solar 

project in four southern Angolan provinces, disbursing a US$3.3m technical grant for a 

multi-vaccine manufacturing facility in Senegal, building the Southeast Asia–Middle East–

Western Europe 6 submarine telecommunications cable, and financial support to renovate 

or construct over 100 hospitals and clinics across Côte d’Ivoire, among others.79 

In 2022, the EU also relaunched its previous connectivity strategy, this time through the 

EU Global Gateway. The previous connectivity initiative was focused predominantly on 

Asia; the Global Gateway expands this effort to other regions. Similar to the G7’s PGII in its 

intentions and scope, the Global Gateway had by early 2023 allocated roughly US$10.8bn 

in sustainable connectivity, energy and green-transition projects in Southeast Asia. Far 

more (some US$162bn) has been allocated to Global Gateway activity in Africa, where 

G7 leaders meeting at their summit in Cornwall, United Kingdom, 11 June 2021

(Karwai tang/Pool/Anadolu Agency via Getty images)
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the EU seeks to finance projects in green transition, digital transition, sustainable growth, 

health systems, education and training, energy and agri-food systems.80

Even taken together, the EU and G7 initiatives will not equal the funding that has been 

spent so far by China on the BRI. Their timing may be fortuitous, however: Chinese spending 

on global infrastructure projects peaked in 2018 and, as a result of China’s economic down-

turn, is unlikely to pick up again anytime soon.81 Furthermore, China’s unwillingness (and 

perhaps inability) to renegotiate existing BRI debt in developing countries may provide other 

countries with the opportunity to boost their soft power if they are able to help mediate 

low- and middle-income countries’ negotiations with China, or to provide financing where 

Beijing cannot.82 

THE BRI’S FUTURE AND ASIA-PACIFIC SECURITY 

Viewed in its entirety, over the past decade the BRI has had some impact in the Asia-Pacific, 

though the levels of activity and challenges vary at the sub-regional and national levels. 

Domestic and regional political contexts in recipient countries have been important factors 

influencing how the BRI has evolved. Fears that the BRI was a systematic plan by which China 

would increase its influence on governments and control of strategic infrastructure across 

Asia arose from overestimations of China’s capacity – and an underestimation of the impor-

tance of national and regional political contexts. While some countries, such as Pakistan, have 

turned to Beijing for large-scale infrastructure projects through the BRI and for economic, 

political and military support, others, such as Australia, India and Japan, have opted not to 

join the BRI at all. Most countries in the region find themselves in between these two poles, as 

members of the BRI (and recipients of Chinese investment and loans) that are – in the context 

of US–China competition – unwilling to make geopolitical choices in favour of China.

Over the past decade, the BRI has slowed down. The focus on hard-infrastructure 

projects apparent in its early years is unlikely to return. Instead, greater focus is being 

placed on digital-infrastructure projects, as well as the expansion of Chinese ICT platforms 

and services across the Asia-Pacific, as countries in the region seek either to increase their 

digital connectivity through roll-outs of next-generation ICT networks or to expand their 

digital economies. While in the West China’s digital expansion has faltered due to concerns 

about data security, surveillance and intelligence-gathering risks, similar concerns are 

not as widespread in the Asia-Pacific, where Chinese internet companies still find strong 

market demand. However, the state of China’s domestic economy and its restricted access 

to the core advanced components needed for infrastructure roll-out (due to US export 

controls on semiconductors) could complicate China’s appetite for lending to high-risk 

countries and its ability to supply advanced technologies.

Finally, although the BRI’s expansion has slowed, Beijing is seeking to build on the 

BRI and DSR through the promotion of new initiatives that promote Chinese norms and 

values. Consequently, the Asia-Pacific, and particularly countries in the region that have to 

date hedged between the US and China, will become a battleground for ideas, norms and 

values of relevance to the future of the international order. As a result, it will be important 

in the coming years to observe the extent to which, and how, China manages to convert its 

BRI and digital investments into useful influence.
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Japan’s new National Security Strategy 
(NSS) published in December 2022 reflects a 

step change in Tokyo’s thinking about its defence 
and security posture in favour of greater activism 

within the US–Japan Alliance as a means of boosting 
the alliance’s overall deterrence capabilities. This document 

thus marks an historic break with the norms that have governed 
Japan’s defence policy since the end of the Second World War.

JAPAN’S DETERIORATING STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT
Tokyo’s updated NSS paints a bleak picture of Japan’s strategic environment, which it describes 
as being the most ‘severe and complex’ it has been since 1945. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 
aggravated Japan’s concerns about threats to the Indo-Pacific status quo, particularly with regard 
to China’s intentions towards Taiwan. The recent chill in Japan’s relations with Russia, the evolving 
China–Russia strategic relationship and North Korea’s accelerating development of weapons of mass 
destruction have added to Tokyo’s concerns.

JAPAN’S RESPONSE
Key changes posited by the new NSS include a doubling of the defence budget in the next five 
years; acquisition of counterstrike capabilities; enhancing capabilities in new domains, such as space; 
the establishment of a Permanent Joint Headquarters to unify command over the armed services; a 
strategic focus on the islands in Japan’s southwest, which would be most immediately threatened by 
a Taiwan contingency; and boosting Japan’s war-fighting sustainability and resilience.

CHALLENGES FOR IMPLEMENTATION
Notwithstanding the ambition of the new NSS, Japan faces a number of implementation challenges, 
including capacity shortages in terms of human resources and defence-technological capabilities, 
and the question of how to pay for the defence-budget increase.
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Viewed from Tokyo, 2022 brought a marked 

deterioration in the security environment 

around Japan that has widened the geopolit-

ical fault lines in its immediate neighbourhood 

and beyond. The Japanese government’s bleak 

assessment of the strategic environment was 

evident in the historic new National Security 

Strategy (NSS) and two related documents, 

the National Defense Strategy (NDS) and the 

Defense Buildup Program (DBP), which were 

all published on 16 December 2022.1 Replacing 

the 2013 NSS – Japan’s first such document – 

the 2022 NSS speaks of ‘historical changes in 

power balances, particularly in the Indo-Pacific region’ that are ‘defining an era’, recognising 

that Japan’s security environment is ‘as severe and complex as it has ever been since the 

end of World War II’.2 This assessment contrasts with the previous NSS, which, while for 

example flagging concerns about threats to the global commons from unilateral attempts to 

change the status quo, took a relatively benign view of Japan’s strategic challenges.3 

JAPAN’S DETERIORATING STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT

Deteriorating relations with Russia

An important trigger for Japan’s rising alarm was Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 

2022. Japan’s alignment with the other members of the G7 in terms of condemning and 

imposing economic sanctions in response to Russia’s war of aggression, together with finan-

cial and material support for Ukraine, chilled already tepid Japan–Russia relations.4 The 

immediate impact was to stall bilateral negotiations over the four disputed islands north 

of Hokkaido (the southern Kuril Islands, annexed by Soviet forces in 1945 and claimed by 

Japan as the Northern Territories) and for Russia to suspend related talks with Japan on a 

bilateral peace treaty.5 Consequently, Tokyo’s position regarding the islands has also hard-

ened, signalling the end of the more emollient Russia policy pursued under the late Abe 

Shinzo’s second premiership from 2012–20. In March 2022, Tokyo reverted to its description 

of the islands as ‘inherent territories of Japan’ that are ‘under illegal occupation’, replacing a 

formulation describing them as ‘islands over which Japan has sovereignty’.6 

Abe’s engagement strategy towards Russia was premised in part on Japan’s strategic 

need to prevent cooperation between Russia and China. However, securing significant 

concessions from Moscow always appeared an optimistic ambition, particularly given 

Russia’s strategic need to retain the islands and the changes to its constitution in July 

2020, which, inter alia, prohibited the ‘alienation’ of Russian territories.7 Notwithstanding 

China’s concerns over Russia’s prosecution of its war against Ukraine and, notably, 

Moscow’s threats to use nuclear weapons, the rapid evolution of Sino-Russian strategic 

relations is adding more fuel to Tokyo’s strategic concerns. Examples of the operationali-

sation of these relations around Japan include the Sino-Russian aerial patrols over the Sea 

of Japan (East Sea) and the East China Sea in November 2022 – in which Russian bombers 

A shipwreck on a beach in the Russia-occupied southern Kuril Islands, 
claimed by Japan as the Northern Territories, 16 March 2022

(natalia Zakharova/Anadolu Agency via Getty images)
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landed in China for the first time and Chinese aircraft then flew to Russia – and a joint 

maritime patrol in October 2021 that cruised around Japan’s Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu 

islands en route to the East China Sea (see Map 5.1).8 Bay of
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Map 5.1: China and Russia: selected joint patrols and exercises, 2019–22

Date Location Activity Country Equipment

23 Jul 
2019

East China Sea; 
Sea of Japan  
(East Sea)

Aerial 
patrol

Russia

China

2x Tu-95 bomber ac 
1x A-50 AEW&C ac
2x H-6 bomber ac

22 Dec 
2020

East China Sea; 
Sea of Japan  
(East Sea)

Aerial 
patrol

China

Russia

2x H-6 bomber ac*
2x H-6 bomber ac**
2x Tu-95MS bomber ac

18–23 
Oct 
2021

Tsugaru Strait; 
offshore SW 
Okushiri Island 
(Hokkaido);  
Pacific Ocean

Maritime 
patrol and 
exercise

China

Russia

1x CGHM
1x DDGHM
2x FFGHM
1x AORH
2x DDGHM
2x FFGHM
1x AGM

19 Nov 
2021

Sea of Japan (East 
Sea);  East China 
Sea; Pacific Ocean

Aerial 
patrol

China
Russia

2x H-6 bomber ac
2x Tu-95 bomber ac

25 Jan 
2022

Arabian Sea Maritime 
exercise

Russia

China

2x DDGHM
1x AOR
1x DDGHM
1x AORH

24 May 
2022

Sea of Japan 
(East Sea); East 
China Sea

Aerial 
patrol

China

Russia

2x H-6 bomber ac***
2x H-6 bomber ac****
2x Tu-95MS bomber ac
1x Il-20 ELINT ac

1–7  
Sep 
2022

Russia; Sea of 
Japan (East Sea)

Vostok 
2022 
exercise

Russia, 
China 
(and SCO 
and CSTO 
states)

China reportedly sent around 
2,000 troops, tanks and 
armoured fighting vehicles 
and artillery pieces, 21 aircraft 
(reportedly including J-10C ac) 
and helicopters, as well as three 
naval vessels, reportedly 1x 
CGHM, 1x FFGHM, 1x AOR

3–29 
Sep 
2022

Sea of Japan  
(East Sea);  
Pacific Ocean

Maritime 
patrol and  
exercise

Russia

China

1x DDGHM
3x FFGHM
1x CGHM
1x FFGHM
1x AOR

30 Nov 
2022

East China Sea; 
Tsushima Strait; 
Sea of Japan  
(East Sea)

Sea of Japan (East 
Sea); East China 
Sea; Pacific Ocean; 
bomber landings 
at airbases in 
Russia and China

Aerial 
patrol

China
Russia

China

Russia

2x H-6 bomber ac
2x Russian combat aircraft, 
type n.k.

2x H-6 bomber ac
2x J-16 FGA ac
2x Chinese combat aircraft, 
type n.k.

2x Tu-95 bomber ac

21–27 
Dec 
2022

East China Sea Maritime 
exercise

China

Russia

2x DDGHM
2x FFGHM
1x AORH
1x CGHM
1x DDGHM
2x FFGHM

sources: iiss; Japan, ministry of Defense,  

www.mod.go.jp

©IISS
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Rising tensions around Taiwan

Particularly since the 2020–21 administration of prime minister Suga Yoshihide, Japan 

has been more willing to articulate its concerns about Taiwan’s security. A joint statement 

following a summit between Suga and US President Joe Biden in April 2021 included 

a reference to the ‘importance of peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait’. It was the 

first time that Taiwan had been mentioned in a US–Japan leaders’ statement since the 1969 

summit between then US president Richard Nixon and then Japanese prime minister Sato 

Eisaku.9 It was followed in July 2021 by the first mention in a Japanese defence white paper 

of the importance of the stability of the ‘situation surrounding Taiwan’ for Japan’s security.10 

Concurrently, Japan has sought to strengthen its international partners’ interest in partic-

ipating in efforts to preserve Taiwan’s security. Thus, in his keynote address to the June 

2022 Shangri-La Dialogue, Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio linked European and 

East Asian security, asserting that ‘Ukraine today may be East Asia tomorrow’.11 Kishida’s 

subsequent attendance at a NATO summit – becoming the first Japanese prime minister to 

do so – in Madrid in June further underscored his linking of European and Asian security. 

note: north Korea also launched a modified 

Kn-23 srbm on 25 march 2021, which 

Japan initially assessed not to have landed 

in its eeZ – however, south Korea’s reas-

sessment indicates that it may have.

sources: Japan, ministry of Defense,  

mod.go.jp; iiss

Map 5.2: Chinese and North Korean ballistic-missile launches into or over Japan’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), 2019–Feb 2023
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Triggers for Japan’s greater willingness to voice its concerns about the stability of its 

southern flank include the increasingly strong rhetoric from Chinese President Xi Jinping 

regarding Beijing’s intent to absorb Taiwan into the People’s Republic of China; China’s 

intense territorial needling around the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, which Japan controls and 

China claims; and the rapid rise in China’s military spending, which is now estimated to 

be some five times larger than that of Japan.12 Moreover, in a belligerent response to then-

speaker of the US House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in August 2022, 

China conducted its largest-ever live-fire military exercises around the island, firing five 

ballistic missiles into Japan’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) (See Map 5.2).13 This crisis 

focused Japanese attention on both the vulnerability of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, which 

lie just 170 kilometres east of Taiwan, and the strategic importance of the Nansei Islands, 

which lie close to the disputed territory and would be a key staging post for any joint 

response by the United States and Japan to a Chinese attack on Taiwan.

Intensification of North Korean missile launches

In 2022, there was also a ratcheting up of the threat to Japanese security posed by North 

Korea. Pyongyang fired around 90 cruise and ballistic missiles, notching up a record for the 

number of missiles fired in one year. Indeed, one assessment indicated that 2022 accounted 

for some one-quarter of the 270 missiles fired and nuclear devices tested by North Korea since 

1984.14 Pyongyang’s activities included the resumption of intercontinental ballistic missile 

(ICBM) tests for the first time since 2017. Of particular concern to Japan were the launch of 

an ICBM on 24 March (Pyongyang claimed this was a Hwasong-17, which would allow it to 

strike the US mainland with a large payload); the launch of an intermediate-range ballistic 

missile (IRBM) over Japan on 4 October – the first anniversary of Kishida’s becoming prime 

minister – marking the first time since 2017 that a North Korean missile had overflown 

Japanese territory; a Hwasong-17 launch on 18 November (the missile landed in Japan’s EEZ 

some 200 km off the west coast of Hokkaido); and the launch on 18 December (shortly after 

Japan’s release of its new NSS) of two ballistic missiles capable of reaching Japan, which 

landed in the Sea of Japan (East Sea) outside Japan’s EEZ. 

As of February 2023, North Korea had not yet resumed testing nuclear devices despite 

scrapping in March 2022 a self-imposed moratorium on such tests in effect since November 

2017. However, the intensity of Pyongyang’s ballistic-missile tests in 2022 and early 2023 

(a Hwasong-15 ICBM launch took place on 18 February, landing in Japan’s EEZ off the 

west coast of Hokkaido) suggests that it continues to prioritise development of asymmetric 

capabilities. US intelligence reports in late 2022 suggesting that North Korea was supplying 

Russia with materiel for its war against Ukraine added further to Tokyo’s perception of the 

vulnerability of Japan’s western flank.15 

JAPAN’S RESPONSE 

Against this background, the 2022 NSS represents an historic break with the norms that 

have governed Japan’s defence policy since 1945. One important initiative mentioned in 

the document is that Japan will develop ‘comprehensive national power’, which includes 

diplomatic, defence, economic, technological and intelligence capabilities and reflects the 
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‘comprehensive’ nature of the security chal-

lenge from China.16 The articulation of these 

capabilities is in itself a major advancement 

from the 2013 NSS, which attempted to take 

a cross-governmental approach to national 

security for the first time but remained 

primarily focused on diplomatic and 

defence capabilities. The most transforma-

tive element of the 2022 NSS, however, was 

the government’s commitment to bolster its 

national defence capabilities to an unprece-

dented level to take ‘primary responsibility’ 

to defend itself in the event that Japan is 

invaded.17 This is a step change from Japan’s previous defence and security policy, which 

relied on US security guarantees, and has broader implications for Japan’s role in the US–

Japan Alliance as well as in regional security more generally in the event of conflict, for 

example over Taiwan.

Shift in approach, unprecedented spending increases

Although the second Abe administration laid out much of the groundwork for this shift to 

occur, Kishida’s administration deserves credit for revamping Japan’s defence and security 

posture in two ways. Firstly, it has developed Japan’s first post-war NDS, positing ends, 

means and ways to deter aggression and to disrupt and repel an invasion of Japan in the next 

decade. The NDS, modelled after the US National Security Strategy, was a structural break 

from previous recommendations made through the National Defense Program Guidelines 

(NDPG), which were first introduced in 1976 amid the Cold War detente between the Soviet 

Union and the US and were updated most recently in 2018. The purpose of the NDPG was 

to define the size of the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF, Japan’s de facto armed forces) and 

to inform the five-year procurement plan – the Mid-Term Defense Program – needed to 

meet the ‘minimum necessary’ capability standard suggested by Article 9 of the Japanese 

constitution, which renounces ‘war as a sovereign right’ and prohibits the country from 

possessing land, sea and air forces.18 Therefore, the NDPG was not based on a war-fighting 

strategy per se. Indeed, the first NDPG in 1976 recommended building a ‘Basic Defence 

Force’ sufficient to prevent a power vacuum from emerging in East Asia; therefore, the 

force structure it described was not meant to counter particular threats. In contrast, the 

NDS seeks to respond to an ‘opponent’s capabilities and new ways of warfare’ to inform 

the five-year DBP.19

Secondly, the Kishida administration has committed Tokyo to doubling defence-related 

spending to 2% of GDP and to invest ¥43 trillion (US$325 billion) to cover Japan’s ‘funda-

mentally reinforced defense capabilities’ in fiscal years 2023/24 to 2027/28.20 For Japan, the 

unparalleled size and speed of this defence-spending increase is an historic departure from 

the ceiling (1% of GDP) adopted by the Miki Takeo government in 1976 and continued even 

under the second Abe administration, which pursued robust security reforms to respond 

(KiYosHi otA/PooL/AFP via Getty images)

Japan Ground Self-Defense Force troops at Camp Asaka in Tokyo, 27 November 2021
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to growing security challenges from North 

Korea and China.21 If realised, this increase 

will make Japan’s defence budget the third 

largest globally after the US and China. 

Important influences on the planned 

increase in defence spending were the 

Japanese government’s threat assessments 

and simulations, which revealed that the 

JSDF would not be ready to deter aggres-

sion and respond to the threats potentially 

posed to Japan by 2027/28.22 Referring to 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the 

NDS claimed that unilateral changes to the 

status quo by force could also happen in the 

Indo-Pacific and that intentions of aggres-

sion are difficult to assess.23 It may not be a 

coincidence that the NSS’s target coincides 

with former commander of US Indo-Pacific 

Command (INDOPACOM) Admiral Philip 

Davidson’s assessment – conveyed in March 

2021 – that China could invade Taiwan as 

early as 2027.24 

The government’s effort to implement step 

changes in JSDF capabilities focuses on seven 

key areas (see Figure 5.1 for more detail):

 � stand-off defence capabilities

 � integrated air and missile defence 

(IAMD)

 � uncrewed defence capabilities

 � cross-domain operational capabilities

 � mobile deployment capabilities and 

protection of civilians

 � command and control (C2) and  

intelligence-related capabilities

 � the sustainability and resiliency of  

JSDF operations during wartime25

Implications for JSDF posture and operations

Drawing lessons from the war in Ukraine, 

these capabilities are expected to enhance 

Japan’s defence and security posture in 

the three areas most relevant to poten-

tial contingencies around Japan. The first 
source: Japan, ministry of Defense,  

mod.go.jp

Figure 5.1: Japan’s Defense Buildup Program, 2022
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is Japan’s response to the diverse missile 

threats posed by China and North Korea. 

The 2022 NSS established the ambition for 

the JSDF to possess the capability to ‘mount 

effective counterstrikes against the oppo-

nent to prevent further attacks’ in the case of 

attacks against Japan or a third country.26 The 

documents are vague regarding the specific 

targets (and whether to include the oppo-

nent’s C2 structure) and they are expected 

to be decided on a case-by-case basis.27 

This is a major shift from Japan’s existing 

missile-defence architecture, which relies on 

intercepting missiles through ballistic missile 

defence (BMD) systems rather than possessing a counterstrike capability.28 The debate over 

acquiring counterstrike capability is not new – the constitutionality of the capability was 

first stated by then-prime minister Hatoyama Ichiro as early as 1956.29 However, political, 

budgetary and technical challenges prevented successive governments from acquiring the 

capability, despite growing public support for this since 2017, when North Korea increased 

its missile launches.30

To develop this counterstrike capability, Tokyo seeks to deploy indigenous stand-off 

missiles that are currently under development. It is also consulting with the US over the 

purchase of Tomahawk land-attack missiles for earlier deployment in 2026.31 First outlined 

in the 2018 NDPG, stand-off defence is defined by the government as ‘capabilities to deal 

with ships and landing forces attempting to invade Japan including remote islands from 

the outside of their threat envelopes’.32 Three types of indigenous missiles are under devel-

opment: upgraded Type-12 anti-ship missiles with their range extended from 200 km to 

900 km and with a new capacity to attack mobile targets; Block 1 hyper-velocity gliding 

projectiles; and hypersonic cruise missiles.

Developing a counterstrike capability to pursue a US-like ‘integrated air and missile 

defence’ (IAMD) would strengthen Japan’s deterrence against the emerging missile chal-

lenges posed by highly manoeuvrable Chinese hypersonic-weapons systems, as well 

as saturation attacks from both China and North Korea. Rapid development and mass 

production of diverse stand-off missiles could also help reduce the growing discrepancy in 

IRBM numbers between China on the one hand and the US and Japan on the other, adding 

credibility to deterrence.33

The second area of enhancement is cross-domain operational capability, including 

the relatively new domains of space, cyber and the electromagnetic spectrum. Under the 

2018 NDPG, Japan established several new units to enhance capabilities in these domains, 

such as Space Domain Mission Units for space situational awareness; a Cyber Defense 

Command to enhance the defence of JSDF networks across its branches; and electron-

ic-warfare units within the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force (JGSDF, Japan’s de facto 

army) to monitor radar and other emissions from potential adversaries. However, the NDS 

A Type-12 anti-ship missile on display during a symposium  
at Kisarazu Air Field in Chiba Prefecture, Japan, 16 June 2022

(David mareuil/Anadolu Agency via Getty images)
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goes further by recognising these domains as 

‘vitally important’ for carrying out cross-do-

main operations in response to the complex 

threats facing Japan.34 In particular, it under-

scores the importance of the role of space in 

information gathering, communications and 

positioning functions in support of Japan’s 

new counterstrike capability.35 It also calls for 

a major expansion of the number of personnel 

working in the cyber-related units – such as 

the JSDF Cyber Defense Command – from 

800 to about 4,000 by 2027, to enhance protec-

tion of its critical networks. The total number 

of defence-ministry and JSDF personnel 

engaging in cyber is expected to grow to 20,000 by the end of fiscal year 2027.36 

The 2022 NSS emphasised the need to strengthen Japan’s cyber security through 

a whole-of-government approach. Among the most innovative measures in this regard 

was the introduction of an ‘active cyber defence’, which allows the relevant government 

authority, including the JSDF, to use a limited offensive capability to ‘penetrate and 

neutralize attacker’s servers’ in advance of potential attacks against Japan’s networks.37 

This makes strategic sense for Japan, given that the current porosity of its cyber defences 

and the weakness of its security-clearance frameworks are barriers to closer security coop-

eration with the US and like-minded partners. The NSS also calls for a restructuring of the 

National Center of Incident Readiness and Strategy for Cybersecurity (known as NISC), 

which, inter alia, coordinates intra-government cyber-policy formation, to create a new 

centralised organisation to implement these cyber-security policies.38 

Highly significantly for cross-domain operations is the establishment of the Permanent 

Joint Headquarters (PJH) headed by a joint-service commander, which will unify the 

command of the JGSDF, the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF, Japan’s de facto 

navy) and the Japan Air Self-Defense Force (JASDF, Japan’s de facto air force) to conduct 

joint operations in times of conflict as well as in peacetime.39 This is a breakthrough 

from organisational and operational standpoints. Under the existing Japan Self-Defense 

Forces Law, the JSDF can form joint task forces (JTFs) temporarily to conduct specific 

missions, such as BMD. However, in practice JTFs have not operated comprehensively 

across domains despite being joint units (formed by units from two or three branches of 

the JSDF). Moreover, JTFs have been led by senior commanding officers from different 

branches of the JSDF. As a result, the chain of command has been complex – undermining 

efforts to develop a unified approach for cross-domain operations.40 The new PJH and its 

commander will be indispensable as Japan seeks to operationalise the envisaged coun-

terstrike capabilities, given that the relevant missile systems are expected to be deployed 

across the three JSDF branches.41 

The third area of enhancement is the defence of the southwestern region, where Japan’s 

Ryukyu Islands are located, to prepare for a potential contingency in the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

A Japan Air Self-Defense Force C-130 plane departs from Iruma Air Base in Saitama 
Prefecture to evacuate Japanese nationals from Afghanistan, 24 August 2021

(str/JiJi Press/AFP via Getty images)
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islands or the Taiwan Strait. Since 2016, Japan has been rapidly expanding JSDF units in 

the Ryukyu Islands – as well as deploying new units there – to enhance its capabilities to 

defend this relatively remote territory.42 In light of growing tensions in the Taiwan Strait 

and increased naval activities by China in the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and the Western 

Pacific, which China accessed through the Ryukyu Islands, the three documents take further 

steps to ensure that, from peacetime to contingency, preparations for a potential conflict 

in the southwest region of Japan are informed by a whole-of-government approach. For 

example, the JSDF, the Japan Coast Guard (JCG) and the police will conduct training and 

exercises to practise responses to potential ‘grey-zone’ and wartime challenges, including 

the protection of critical infrastructure, such as nuclear-power plants.43 The JSDF and the 

JCG will further enhance coordination by establishing an information-sharing mechanism 

and by developing new procedures so that the Ministry of Defense may exercise opera-

tional control over the JCG in the event of an armed attack against Japan.44 

The document also calls for Japan to increase investment in transport capabilities and to 

conduct a major military reorganisation in order to facilitate the mobile and rapid deploy-

ment of JSDF and civil-protection capabilities. To help achieve this aspiration, Tokyo 

seeks to expand the use and functions of existing airports and seaports as well as civilian 

aircraft and vessels.45 In addition, major procurement for the JSDF under the DBP includes 

eight transport ships, six C-2 transport aircraft and 13 KC-46A aerial refuelling/transport 

aircraft.46 To make JSDF units more mobile across the Japanese archipelago, the DBP calls 

for the reorganisation of 14 ground divisions and brigades based outside Okinawa into 

deployable mobile units.47 

The government has also earmarked one-third (approximately US$112bn) of the total 

new investment in defence for war-fighting sustainability and resilience, such as procure-

ment of ammunition stocks and fuel, development of storage facilities, and improvement 

of the operational availability of defence equipment in Japan’s southwestern region.48 

It also seeks to enhance the hardening of JSDF bases and to expand the functions and 

capacity of JSDF hospitals in the region.49 

Developing other elements of ‘comprehensive national power’, such as economic 

and intelligence capabilities, will also be important for Japan as it seeks to implement its 

defence goals and shape a favourable security environment. For example, the NSS outlines 

an ‘all-of-economy’ response to threats of economic coercion that includes promoting the 

rules-based economic order under the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 

Trans-Pacific Partnership and enhancing economic security through supply-chain resil-

ience and dual-use-technology protection and promotion. These steps serve to continue 

the efforts made by the Japanese government to enhance inter-agency coordination of 

economic-security policy under the 2022 Economic Security Promotion Act.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE US AND LIKE-MINDED PARTNERS

Through these defence reforms, Tokyo seeks to play a greater role – in conjunction with the US 

and other like-minded partners – in responding to the spectrum of security threats, ranging 

from peacetime and grey-zone challenges to outright conflict. In relation to the US–Japan 

Alliance, the new strategic documents emphasise their alignment with the national-security 
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and -defence strategies released by the Biden 

administration in 2022 and call for the alli-

ance to enhance ‘joint deterrence capabilities 

of both countries in an integrated manner’.50 

The NDS states that Japan will play a larger 

role in regional security and that the govern-

ment’s approach is supported by the Japanese 

public.51 The US administration welcomed 

Japan’s new security-policy documents imme-

diately after their release and held a series 

of high-level meetings – such as the Biden–

Kishida summit and the US–Japan Security 

Consultative Committee (also known as the 

Foreign and Defense Ministers’ Meeting, or 

‘2+2’) – within a month of their publication to 

deepen cooperation.52 

There are several areas of opportunity for enhancing joint deterrence and response 

capability under the new Japanese posture. One is counterstrike capability. The NDS 

states that Japan will gain support from the US in the realm of information gathering to 

make Japan’s counterstrike capability more effective.53 Japan’s development of a US-style 

IAMD – a concept that seeks to respond to airborne threats through ‘unified and opti-

mized operation of various sensors and shooters through networks’ – leaves room for 

Japan to become integrated into the US IAMD if the two forces develop a joint C2 struc-

ture like that of NATO.54 The JSDF’s new PJH commander is expected to serve as a direct 

counterpart to the INDOPACOM commander, enabling enhanced operational coordi-

nation and bilateral planning for a potential regional conflict.55 An increase in joint and 

shared use of Japanese and US military facilities is expected to further enhance readiness 

for such a contingency. 

Beyond cooperation under the US–Japan Alliance, the NSS further states ambitions to 

‘build a multilayered network’ among US regional alliances and like-minded countries 

in pursuit of both Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) framework and enhanced 

deterrence.56 In particular, the NSS calls for increased military-to-military engagement; 

intelligence exchanges through signing information-protection agreements; acquisition 

and cross-servicing agreements; reciprocal access agreements (RAAs); joint develop-

ment and transfer of defence equipment and technology; provision of capacity-building 

support; cooperation and coordination of strategic communication; and the expansion 

and deepening of joint Flexible Deterrent Options with Japan’s partners through diplo-

matic, intelligence and economic means.57 The signing of regional RAAs with Australia in 

2021 and the United Kingdom in 2022, the second and third countries, respectively, with 

which Japan has such agreements (after the US), were historically significant and further 

demonstrated Tokyo’s willingness to intensify security cooperation with like-minded part-

ners. Following the first Japan–Philippines Foreign and Defense Ministerial Meeting in 

2022, Tokyo is also deepening military exchanges with the Philippines, both bilaterally 

(mAnDeL nGAn/AFP via Getty images)

Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio and US President Joe Biden shake 
hands during their summit in Washington DC, 13 January 2023
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and trilaterally with the US (see Figure 5.2).58 Due to the Philippines’ geographical loca-

tion, this cooperation has strategic importance in the context of preparations for potential 

regional contingencies. 

The promotion of defence-equipment and -technology transfer is another area where 

Tokyo seeks to make progress in cooperation with like-minded countries. As of February 2022, 

Japan had signed defence-equipment and -technology transfer agreements with 12 countries.59 

However, the only major agreement on the transfer of equipment to another country’s armed 

forces (rather than to coastguards or other paramilitary forces) so far has been a 2020 contract 

to sell three fixed long-range radar systems and one mobile air-surveillance radar system to 

the Philippines for deployment in the Bashi Channel.60 Tokyo sees its collaboration with the 

UK and Italy on joint next-generation fighter development – through the Global Combat Air 

Programme (GCAP) – as a major opportunity to integrate its defence businesses into global 

defence-industrial supply chains and to develop Japan’s advanced defence-industrial base 

and increase its opportunities for international sales. The GCAP intends to produce a replace-

ment for Japan’s F-2 combat aircraft by 2035.

CHALLENGES FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

Japan, however, faces a number of challenges in implementing its defence- and security-reform 

agenda. One challenge will be whether Japan can overcome its shortages of funding, manpower 

and defence-technological capabilities. The Kishida administration is seeking to increase taxes 

to support the defence-budget increase. However, there is no political consensus on such meas-

ures. While Japanese public opinion seems broadly supportive of the need to bolster national 

defence, polls suggest some 60–80% of the public wants Kishida to hold a snap general elec-

tion before any defence-budget tax increases are implemented.61 JSDF capacity will also face 

Japan Ground Self-Defense  
Force soldiers make an amphibious 

landing and distribute aid as part 
of the KAMANDAG exercise in the 

Philippines, 6 October 2018 
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constraints as the government does not plan to increase the number of JSDF personnel in order 

to implement new initiatives, such as counterstrike capability and cyber defence. Tokyo seeks to 

accelerate investments to develop and use uncrewed naval, aerial and ground systems to miti-

gate personnel shortages. However, this approach will still require skilled personnel capable of 

developing and operating the new systems. Former senior JSDF personnel have claimed that 

Tokyo has to increase JSDF personnel numbers to 300,000 – from the current 247,000 – but the 

JSDF continues to face serious recruitment challenges.62 The challenge is exacerbated by the 

rapid ageing of Japanese society and the country’s declining population.63 

Japan’s defence-industrial and -technological base may also struggle to meet the JSDF’s 

requirements. Major Japanese defence businesses are generally only small parts of much 

larger conglomerates, contributing an average of just 4% of total group revenue and with 

only a single customer, Japan’s Ministry of Defense.64 According to Japan’s Ministry of 

Finance, the operating profit margin for defence equipment was 7.7% in the 2020/21 finan-

cial year, compared with 10% in major Western defence industries.65 Although Tokyo 

eased its arms-export restrictions in 2014, overseas sales have remained minimal due to 

the costly procedures of going through multiple approval processes across governments 

and the unpredictability of the government’s decision-making process.66 The lack of over-

seas sales reflects Japan’s dearth of experience in selling defence equipment abroad, one 

leading example of which was its unsuccessful bid in 2016 to sell Soryu-class submarines 

to Australia.67 Tokyo is preparing to introduce a series of new measures, including new 

legislation by mid-2023 to reinforce its defence industry through cash injections; support 

for cyber-security protection to prevent technology outflow; and further revisions to 

the arms-export guidelines to facilitate third-country transfers of defence equipment. 

Government and public efforts to improve the predictability of sales opportunities abroad 

Figure 5.2: Japan: selected joint combat and non-combat exercises with partner countries, 2012–21
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will be a vital factor in maintaining and expanding the domestic production and tech-

nology base.68

Another set of challenges is the administration’s need to overcome sectionalism across 

government as it attempts to meet its comprehensive national power development targets. 

The new defence and security documents call for close cooperation between the Ministry 

of Defense, the JSDF and civilian agencies – such as the police, JCG and local govern-

ments – to enhance Japan’s national security (such as through closer coordination across 

government to ensure the security of the Ryukyu Islands), cyber security and intelligence 

activities. It will not be an easy task to overcome cultural and organisational differences 

to improve the stove-piped nature of communications between them. Enduring section-

alism within the JSDF is a good example, and may be an obstacle to effective and timely 

implementation of the daunting list of goals included in the NDS and DBP. A report has 

suggested that the JGSDF, the JMSDF and the JASDF are struggling to reach agreement on 

the location of the PJH, leading its establishment to be postponed to 2024 or 2025.69 A delay 

could have major implications for Tokyo’s push to improve cross-domain operations and 

for US–Japan defence cooperation. 

The new documents also call for close coordination with civilian research institu-

tions and commercial technology firms to facilitate the JSDF’s adoption of advanced 

dual-use technologies in the realms of space and cyber. Interactions between the civilian 

sector and defence agencies have improved following, for example, new government 

initiatives to better coordinate strategy-making for dual-use-technology protection and 

promotion. These include sending defence-ministry officials to the Cabinet Office to offer 

expertise for inward-direct-investment screening and information management, and the 

government’s ¥500bn (almost US$3.73bn) investment fund for advanced technologies, 

such as artificial intelligence  and quantum technologies.70 However, there remains a 

significant gap between defence and civilian research and development and there is 

room for improvement in non-military agencies’ understanding of future war-fighting 

trends and techniques – a shortcoming that threatens to undermine Japan’s potential in 

defence-relevant advanced technology.

The last set of challenges for implementation concerns Japan’s ability to manage 

relations with and control the expectations of domestic and external stakeholders and part-

ners. High public support for a defence build-up and for deepening Japan’s role within 

the US–Japan Alliance – demonstrated in poll surveys – signals strong support for Japan 

to play a greater role in maintaining regional stability, including in the event of conflict. 

However, the sustainability of this support is still in question. While the government seeks 

to enhance ammunition stockpiles and facilities for wartime resiliency and sustainability 

in the Ryukyu Islands, the plan risks resistance from local governments, as in the case of 

Tokyo’s failure to deploy surface-to-ship and surface-to-air missiles on Miyako Island after 

establishing a new base there in 2019.71 Experts from the US and Japan have speculated 

about a possible nuclear threat from China, for example, as a scenario that could constrain 

Japan’s course of action in the event of regional conflict.72 Thus, discussions with local 

stakeholders and US counterparts will be critical to foster greater understanding of and 

support for Tokyo’s policies among local stakeholders and to manage the expectations of 
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the US regarding a realistic role for Japan in a 

potential Taiwan contingency. 

Tokyo will further need to be attentive to 

extra-regional partners’ capacity and political 

will to engage in Indo-Pacific security. Since 

2018, for example, several European countries 

have launched Indo-Pacific policy documents 

– which echo elements of Japan’s FOIP – to 

demonstrate their interest in preserving the 

rules-based order and stability in Asia. These 

include France (2018), Germany (2020) and 

the United Kingdom (2021). The EU also 

published such a document in 2021. These 

actors have also been increasing their military 

engagement in the region to help deter any 

coercive attempts to challenge the status quo. However, Russia’s war on Ukraine and the 

robust military assistance from Europe to help Ukraine defend itself are raising questions 

about their ability to continue their engagement, especially given post-coronavirus-pan-

demic budget constraints and economic pressures.73 The signing of an RAA with the UK in 

January 2023 was significant for Tokyo. However, whether the two countries’ militaries can 

significantly enhance practical defence cooperation will depend on the UK’s political and 

financial capacity to commit a larger persistent presence to the region or, at least, to under-

take a major military deployment to the region on the scale of the 2021 Carrier Strike Group. 

Active diplomacy may therefore be required from Tokyo to encourage its European partners 

to maintain the momentum of deeper defence and security involvement in its region. 

CONCLUSION

The security policies of the Kishida administration represent a structural break in Japan’s 

security posture. In effect, they put an end to the so-called Yoshida Doctrine, under which 

Japan relied on the US for its defence, maintained a ‘low posture’ in international affairs 

and pursued an economy-first domestic-policy stance, and which dominated Japan’s 

security discourse for most of the post-war period.74 If successful, the reforms outlined 

in the new NSS will increase significantly Japan’s role in its security alliance with the 

US and thereby reinforce Tokyo’s deterrence capabilities in terms of lethality and range. 

Moreover, Tokyo’s efforts to build and reinforce friendly coalitions and networks in 

the region are designed to further amplify Japan’s influence there. The discussions in 

February 2023 between Japan and the Philippines on deepening their bilateral secu-

rity cooperation are yet another example of this.75 By extension, Tokyo hopes that these 

reforms will provide a credible security underpinning for the foreign-policy activism 

that gathered pace under the second Abe administration, with an emphasis on deploy-

ment of Japanese geo-economic power. 

Japanese public opinion is largely supportive of the planned changes. This support is 

all the more striking given the intensity of the negative public reaction to the legislation 

Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio and his British counterpart Rishi Sunak 
sign the Japan–UK Reciprocal Access Agreement in London, 11 January 2023

(Carl Court/Getty images)
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the Diet passed in 2015 to enable ‘collective self-defence’ in situations in which Japan’s 

survival was threatened. The Liberal Democratic Party’s policy platform for the July 2022 

upper-house election, which led on foreign and security policy, was another sign of how 

much the public debate in Japan has changed with regard to security issues.76 The focus in 

the new NSS on ‘reinforcing the social base’ suggests the government is aware that it will 

have to continue to proselytise on the need for further security reforms.77 However, rising 

public concern about China’s intentions in the region suggests that a return to the Yoshida 

Doctrine is now highly unlikely. Notwithstanding political differences over how to pay for 

the expansion of Japan’s security role, the coming decade is likely to bring with it further 

profound changes in Japan’s security posture that will be transformative both for Japan 

and for the broader Indo-Pacific. 
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In February 2021, the Myanmar 
Armed Forces launched a coup d’état 

that deposed the elected government, 
inciting a countrywide conflict between the 

military and a range of resistance actors. While 
ASEAN and the UN Security Council have taken 

consensus steps to penalise the junta, the latter’s plan 
to hold elections (currently slated for the second half of 

2023)  could split the international community. 

THE JUNTA AND ITS FORCES
The military has not been able to suppress the uprising. Although it has an advantage in arms, it is 
fighting on numerous fronts, sustaining significant casualties and struggling to recruit new cadets.

DIVERSE GROUPS FIGHTING THE JUNTA
Those fighting the military – including new groups formed after the 2021 coup and decades-old 
ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) – have forged new alliances that are challenging the junta’s 
authority. While some EAOs have aligned with the National Unity Government (NUG), formed by 
elected members of parliament and their allies among ethnic-minority groups, others have prioritised 
their survival over supporting the NUG or the junta.

CONFLICT THEATRES IN POST-COUP MYANMAR
Myanmar’s seven conflict theatres can be grouped into three categories. Borderland resistance 
strongholds, where EAOs and anti-junta forces coordinate closely; central contested areas, where 
ethnic Bamar majority areas – untouched by conflict in recent decades – have experienced high-
intensity conflict post-coup, and where anti-junta forces have been fighting with relatively little 
support from EAOs; and non-aligned areas, where local EAOs focus on their own goals and challenge 
the junta without coordinating with the NUG.

THE INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE
The junta’s April 2021 agreement to ASEAN’s Five-Point Consensus has become the basis for 
international diplomacy regarding the conflict. However, disagreements remain both inside and 
outside ASEAN over whether to engage the junta or further isolate it.
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In the early hours of 1 February 2021, the Myanmar Armed Forces launched a coup d’état 

that deposed the elected government and prevented legislators elected in November 2020 

from taking office. Over the following weeks, opponents staged demonstrations against the 

coup. When those protests were suppressed by force – resulting in the deaths of more than 

600 people in two months – many survivors took up arms against the junta.1 Thousands 

pledged allegiance to the National Unity Government (NUG) formed by elected members 

of parliament (living in hiding or abroad) and their allies among ethnic-minority groups. In 

September 2021, the NUG declared it would wage a ‘people’s defensive war’ against the State 

Administration Council (SAC), as the junta is known. Since the coup, 310 of the country’s 330 

townships have experienced one or more instances of armed violence.2 Although Myanmar 

has experienced persistent clashes in ethnic-minority areas since the country gained inde-

pendence from the United Kingdom in 1948, the scale of the current conflict is unprecedented. 

The resultant humanitarian crisis has led to displacement of people and humanitarian need 

on a scale greater than has been seen in Southeast Asia since the Cold War. 

The nature and intensity of the conflict in Myanmar varies across seven theatres (see Map 

6.1), which may be grouped into three broad categories. In the borderland resistance strongholds 

of southeast Myanmar, Kachin State and northwest Myanmar – ethnic-minority areas where 

established ethnic armed organisations (EAOs) have worked in concert with forces formed to 

challenge military rule since the 2021 coup – the resistance has successfully confronted junta 

forces and expanded the territory under its administration. In contested areas in the centre of 

the country with a Buddhist-Bamar majority, including the Dry Zone and lower Myanmar, 

these newer resistance forces have fought with less EAO support in some of the most brutal 

engagements since the coup. In non-aligned areas in Shan State and Rakhine, EAOs hold sway 

over large areas of the countryside, opposing rule from the centre but standing aloof from the 

broader resistance to the coup. 

The international response to the conflict has centred on the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN), which has taken a harder line towards the SAC than it did 

towards Myanmar’s previous military governments. A ‘Five-Point Consensus’, agreed in 

April 2021 between ASEAN leaders and Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the leader of 

the junta, has become the basis for international diplomacy to address the crisis. Min Aung 

Hlaing’s refusal to meet the terms of the consensus, combined with questions over the 

legitimacy of his government, prompted ASEAN to exclude his regime from the bloc’s 

summits and some ministerial meetings. Only Russia has offered unreserved support for 

the military government. Yet even Moscow chose not to veto a December 2022 United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolution (UNSC Resolution 2669) expressing ‘deep 

concern’ at the ‘limited progress on the implementation of ASEAN’s Five Point Consensus’ 

and calling for its full implementation.3

The junta has announced plans to hold elections in the second half of 2023. If these 

go ahead, they are unlikely to be competitive and will probably not be held in the large 

parts of the country affected by conflict. Election infrastructure, including polling places, 

may come under attack from opponents of the military regime, making them flashpoints 

for greater violence.4 Yet even unsuccessful elections could split ASEAN and the broader 

international community between those prepared to maintain a hard line towards the junta 
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on the one hand and those that are wary of leaving 

the Myanmar Armed Forces isolated for too long – 

for fear of losing what limited influence they have 

over the military – on the other. If they occur, elec-

tions are therefore likely to determine the course of 

both the conflict and the international response to it 

during 2023 and into 2024.

ORIGINS OF THE UPRISING

Non-violent demonstrations against the coup began 

days after the SAC seized power. At their peak in 

mid-February 2021, tens of thousands of people 

came onto the streets in cities and towns across the 

country. Shortly thereafter, the military began to fire 

rubber bullets and live rounds at protesters.5 On 14 

March, 80 people were killed in Yangon – 50 of them 

at a demonstration in the light-industrial estate 

of Hlaing Tharyar, which had become a centre of 

working-class resistance to the coup. In late March, 

the first armed clash between protesters and the 

SAC occurred in Kalay town, Sagaing Region, with 

protesters using homemade weapons to fend off an 

attack on a protest camp. They held off SAC forces 

for ten days, although 12 protesters were killed 

in the process.6 On 9 April, demonstrators in the 

city of Bago, 90 kilometres northeast of Yangon, 

defended barricades with slingshots, fireworks and 

homemade airguns against an assault by soldiers 

from the 77 Light Infantry Division; 82 protesters 

were killed.7 By mid-2021, skirmishes between 

the SAC and its opponents had developed into a 

bloody conflict encompassing areas of the country 

untouched by armed clashes for decades. Former 

protesters organised into local cells, which have 

attacked urban targets and waged guerrilla warfare 

in more remote areas. Many – but not all – of these 

cells are allied with the NUG, which was established 

two months after the coup by ousted lawmakers, 

representatives of ethnic-based political parties 

and armed groups, protest leaders, and democracy 

activists.8 More than 95,000 civilians are estimated 

to have joined armed-resistance cells formed after 

the coup, of which 65,000 troops operate under the 
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NUG’s command.9 The proportion of troops controlled by the NUG has generally risen 

over the past two years.10

EAOs, which have controlled territory and operated paramilitary forces in Myanmar’s 

peripheries for decades, are also pivotal to the ongoing conflict. However, the EAOs vary 

significantly in terms of their military capacity and capability, their relationship with 

neighbouring countries, and their positioning vis-à-vis the wider anti-coup resistance. 

On one hand, some EAOs – particularly those close to Myanmar’s borders with Thailand 

and India – are vocal supporters of the NUG. These EAOs have provided military training 

to former protesters and launched joint attacks against SAC targets. The NUG and its 

EAO allies have also formed joint command structures to coordinate their military oper-

ations, which are becoming increasingly cohesive as a result.11 Other EAOs, located near 

the Myanmar–Bangladesh and Myanmar–China borders, are more equivocal towards 

the NUG, although they largely oppose the coup. Because EAOs oversee minority popu-

lations and local economies adjacent to Myanmar’s international borders, their stances 

towards the SAC have been a significant factor in determining how Myanmar’s neigh-

bours have approached the conflict.

Myanmar’s conflict is not a monolith. While the military is opposed by a range of 

actors, these actors’ strategies and ultimate goals differ. NUG-allied EAOs see their partic-

ipation in the wider anti-coup movement as a means of achieving their ethno-national 

goals within a future federal union. This differentiates them from the mostly ethnic-Bamar 

armed groups formed after the coup, whose primary goal – at least initially – was to oust 

the SAC and restore a civilian government to power. These latter groups could not have 

sustained their resistance to the coup, however, without the support of sympathetic EAOs. 

To account for these complexities, Myanmar’s civil war is best understood by disaggre-

gating conflict dynamics into seven interrelated theatres: the Dry Zone, Rakhine, Shan 

State, Kachin State, southeast Myanmar, northwest Myanmar and lower Myanmar.12 In 

each theatre, combatants wage war in distinct configurations, although military outcomes 

in each shape the conflict’s overarching dynamics.

THE JUNTA AND ITS FORCES

Myanmar is no stranger to military rule. The armed forces first assumed civil power in 

1958, at the invitation of then-prime minister U Nu, in response to factionalism within 

the elected government. The then-commander of the army, General Ne Win, relinquished 

power after 18 months but overthrew the elected government again in 1962, this time 

without its consent.13 For the next 49 years, Burma (renamed Myanmar in 1989) was ruled 

by successive juntas. In the years before the 2021 coup, Myanmar experienced a reprieve 

from military rule: following the 2010 general elections, it was governed first by the 

military-linked Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP, 2011–16) and then by 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD, 2016–21). However, the mili-

tary never gave up its involvement in politics. Myanmar’s putative ‘transition’ to civilian 

rule occurred within the bounds of the junta-drafted 2008 constitution, which reserved 

one-quarter of parliamentary seats for the military. This gave the Myanmar Armed Forces 

a veto over constitutional change.
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The day after the 2021 coup, Min Aung 

Hlaing established the SAC. The SAC initially 

consisted of 11 members – eight military offi-

cials and three civilians. The senior general 

appointed six more civilians to the SAC there-

after but it continues to be dominated by the 

military.14 The majority of the SAC’s military 

members have led regional military commands 

and directed counter-insurgency campaigns 

against EAOs.15 Its military members are 

also all Bamar and Buddhist – reflecting the 

Myanmar Armed Forces’ overall ethnic and 

religious makeup.

By numbers, the Myanmar Armed Forces 

remains the strongest fighting force in the 

country. Estimates of its personnel strength vary widely, though reports of recruitment 

shortfalls and regular understaffing suggest that there are unlikely to be more than 120,000 

infantry troops.16 It has a clear edge over other armed groups in terms of equipment 

and firepower, evidenced by its airstrikes using both attack helicopters and fixed-wing 

combat aircraft throughout 2022.17 It operates equipment sourced – almost entirely before 

the coup – from China, Israel, Russia, Singapore, South Korea and Ukraine, as well as 

from a domestic defence industry run by the military itself.18 However, it is fighting on an 

unprecedented number of fronts – including in central Myanmar’s Dry Zone, where there 

had been minimal armed violence prior to the coup and where the military’s supply lines 

were underdeveloped – and sustaining significant casualties in each.19 In addition, there 

have been reports of thousands of defections.20 As the war wears on, the military is likely 

to suffer from further attrition. Its inability to recruit new cadets has resulted in forced 

recruitment drives in some areas.21 

The SAC is also able to deploy the Myanmar Police Force and pro-military militias 

against the opposition. The police force, which even before the coup was under the indi-

rect control of the military’s commander-in-chief rather than the civilian government, was 

deployed to crack down on protests immediately after the coup. In central Myanmar, the 

SAC has also hastily recruited and trained local militias (‘Pyusawhti’).22 Undertrained and 

under-resourced, the Pyusawhti have not made a significant impact on conflict dynamics 

writ large. However, it has contributed to an overall climate of fear as its members abduct 

and attack civilians suspected of siding with the resistance. Moreover, plain-clothed 

Pyusawhti provide the military with intelligence in areas in which it is not accustomed to 

fighting – predominantly the Dry Zone.23 

DIVERSE GROUPS FIGHTING THE JUNTA

Two types of armed organisations have opposed the SAC: anti-SAC groups, formed 

specifically to oppose the military rule established following the 2021 coup; and 

EAOs, which existed before the coup and which justify their existence in defence 

Senior General Min Aung Hlaing attends a ceremony in Naypyidaw  
marking the 75th anniversary of Myanmar’s independence, 4 January 2023

(str/AFP via Getty images)
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of ethno-national goals. New, post-coup 

alliances have formed between anti-SAC 

groups and EAOs, with these alliances 

helping both types of armed organisations 

to undermine the SAC’s authority, particu-

larly in rural and ethnic-minority areas.

In May 2021, the NUG coined the term 

‘People’s Defence Force’ (PDF) to refer to 

NUG-allied groups using arms to protect 

protesters.24 In 2023, the term is often used by 

observers to refer to three types of anti-SAC 

groups, all of which formed after the coup: 

PDFs, which are larger units formed or recognised by the NUG; People’s Defence Teams 

(PDTs), which are smaller units formed by the NUG to provide security at the village or 

neighbourhood level; and Local Defence Forces (LDFs), which are smaller units that fight 

the SAC but are not allied with the NUG.25

Estimates suggest that there are at least 95,000 PDF troops in total, consisting of 

approximately 65,000 PDF fighters allied with the NUG, 30,000 LDF fighters operating 

independently and an unknown number of PDT members.26 These numbers are also 

fluid – 25% of LDF fighters converted to NUG-allied forces in the second half of 2022.27 

The general trend is towards the consolidation of anti-SAC forces under the NUG, even 

if the NUG is unlikely to ever bring them all under its command.

Anti-SAC forces have exhibited remarkable resilience. At the start of the conflict they 

were inexperienced, disorganised and under-resourced. For the most part, their fighters 

had not experienced war before the coup; they were mostly civil servants, civil-society 

workers, students and teachers responding to the SAC’s crackdown on non-violent 

protests. However, whereas the military has continued to employ old strategies in use 

against dissidents for decades, anti-SAC forces’ battlefield tactics have evolved. At first, 

anti-SAC forces often launched one-off attacks against SAC targets before disbanding.28 

They assassinated people suspected of links to the junta or destroyed junta-linked infra-

structure, such as police stations and electricity offices, using improvised explosives, 

sometimes claiming the attacks on social media shortly after.29 However, clashes between 

the SAC and anti-SAC forces lasting hours have become more common. In February 2023, 

a PDF in Sagaing Region reportedly held off SAC attacks for three days before retreating 

across the Chindwin River.30

Anti-SAC forces – and the NUG – have successfully raised funds for weapons. The latter 

claims to have raised more than US$100 million through the sale of ‘Spring Revolution 

Special Treasury Bonds’, the auction of military-linked properties, donations and volun-

tary taxes.31 Anti-SAC troops have collected donations and taxes (the line between the two 

can be blurred) from supporters, businesses, landowners and road users.32 Doing so has 

allowed many anti-SAC units to sustain themselves autonomously. Nonetheless, while the 

anti-SAC opposition has been able to support itself financially, it has not been able to raise 

enough money to procure the weapons that would give it a decisive military edge over the 

Members of a People's Defence Force unit training in Kayin State, 24 November 2021

(Kaung Zaw Hein/soPA images/Lightrocket via Getty images)
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junta. Indeed, it faces significant challenges: 

funds from the diaspora and local popula-

tions could deplete as the war continues; 

the SAC seeks to stem funds flowing to the 

resistance, for example by shutting down 

the internet in opposition strongholds; and 

distributing funds raised can be difficult in 

contested areas.33 

Moreover, anti-SAC forces have sustained 

themselves through increasingly formalised 

alliances with select EAOs. There are two 

command structures that are jointly led by 

the NUG and EAOs: the Central Command and Coordination Committee (C3C), and the 

Joint Command and Coordination (J2C). Formed in October 2021, the C3C brings the NUG 

and three EAOs – in the northwest, the Chin National Front (CNF); in the northeast, the 

Kachin Independence Organisation (KIO); and in the southeast, the Karenni Army (KA) – 

under a joint command structure.34 The J2C is a bilateral structure that coordinates between 

the NUG and the Karen National Union (KNU), the largest southeastern EAO, which over-

sees eight ‘columns’. Each of the columns is led by a KNU commander and a PDF deputy 

commander.35 Military cooperation between anti-SAC forces and battle-hardened EAOs 

compensates for the former’s relative inexperience in combat. 

Not all EAOs, however, are aligned with the NUG. Some EAOs reject both the SAC’s 

and NUG’s claims to authority. The Arakan Army (AA), which currently controls large 

stretches of Rakhine, is one example. The AA sees its goals as distinct from those of the 

SAC and the NUG and it remains sceptical of the latter as a result of the NLD’s repres-

sion of Rakhine nationalism during its term in government.36 The AA was the Myanmar 

military’s most belligerent opponent from 2018 to late 2020, when it agreed to an informal 

ceasefire three months before the coup. After nearly 18 months of a tense truce – during 

which the AA extended its influence throughout the Rakhine countryside, taking advan-

tage of the pressure on the Myanmar Armed Forces in other parts of the country – fighting 

resumed in August 2022. Another informal ceasefire was agreed in late 2022.37 

There are also EAOs that prioritise their own survival – which hinges on their control 

of local economies and relations with neighbouring countries’ governments – over the 

nationwide goals articulated by the anti-SAC resistance. This group chiefly comprises 

Shan State EAOs, among them the United Wa State Army (UWSA), the Ta’ang National 

Liberation Army (TNLA) and the Shan State Progress Party (SSPP). Beijing fears that 

closer alignment between these EAOs and the NUG might result in greater Western 

influence on its border with Myanmar (as well as bring the fighting to this area). As a 

result, it has discouraged these groups from participating in the wider anti-coup resist-

ance. However, Beijing has also sought to use its influence over these EAOs as leverage 

in its relationship with the junta. Should that relationship suffer, then Beijing might offer 

tacit approval for these groups to attack the SAC, though not as part of the broader anti-

coup resistance.38

Kachin Independence Army recruits take part in  
field exercises in Laiza, Kachin State, 7 July 2014

(taylor Weidman/Lightrocket via Getty images)
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Finally, a small number of EAOs have engaged directly with the SAC, though these actors 

have had little impact on the overall conflict so far. Most prominent among these has been 

the UWSA, which sent an official without any significant decision-making power to talks in 

mid-2022, after which it released a statement saying that it would remain outside the ongoing 

conflict.39 However, most EAOs that accepted invitations to such talks did not hold signifi-

cant – if any – territories and could only muster a combined force of several hundred troops.40 

The SAC’s pursuit of peace talks reflects a long-standing conflict-management strategy 

practised by successive military rulers in Myanmar. In the past, by pursuing ceasefires with 

some opponents, the military has been able to undermine solidarity among ethnic-minority 

groups and reduce the number of fronts on which it has had to fight.41 This strategy has not 

achieved political stability; rather, it has engendered successive waves of ceasefires and conflict 

in ethnic-minority areas. The current conflict is a turning point not only because some of the 

junta’s strongest opponents – namely the KIO and KNU – are fighting the military at the same 

time but also because they are coordinating their attacks with one another via the NUG and the 

anti-SAC forces allied with it.

CONFLICT THEATRES IN POST-COUP MYANMAR

Due to the range and configurations of actors in Myanmar, the conflict is best understood as 

the sum total of the dynamics in seven theatres, which can be grouped into three categories:

 � Borderland resistance strongholds (southeast Myanmar, Kachin State and  

northwest Myanmar)

 � Central contested areas (the Dry Zone and lower Myanmar)

 � Non-aligned areas (Shan State and Rakhine).

Borderland resistance strongholds

Southeast Myanmar, Kachin State and northwest Myanmar – which border Thailand, 

China and India, respectively – see the closest coordination between EAOs and anti-SAC 

forces (see Map 6.2). The main EAOs in these theatres – the CNF, KIO, KNU and Karenni 

National Progressive Party (KNPP) – have been among the NUG’s most vocal EAO allies. 

These actors have not only sent their own forces to fight the junta but have also trained 

former protesters willing to join the armed resistance. Joint operations between these 

EAOs and anti-SAC forces have allowed the combined resistance movement to launch 

assaults on military bases, particularly in Kayin State.42 There have been near daily clashes 

in all three theatres.

Local populations have often paid a heavy price for their opposition to the SAC. Since 

the coup, Hpapun in southeast Myanmar – a KNU stronghold – has endured the most 

airstrikes out of all Myanmar’s 330 townships.43 There were 365 airstrikes and drone strikes 

throughout Myanmar between 1 February 2021 and 31 August 2022 – 29 of which took 

place in Hpapun.44 Airstrikes have also wracked other parts of the southeast; together with 

ground offensives by the Myanmar Armed Forces, they have displaced approximately 

296,000 people in the region.45 A significant proportion of those displaced are believed to 

have crossed the border with Thailand, joining 91,000 refugees already living in camps in 

Thailand who were displaced by clashes between the KNU and Myanmar’s military that 
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took place before the coup.46 In October 2022, Kachin 

State endured the single deadliest air attack since 

the coup: the military bombed a concert organised 

by the KIO, killing at least 50 people.47

In northwest Myanmar, as well as in the neigh-

bouring Dry Zone, local populations have been 

subject to scorched-earth campaigns. In September 

2021, the northwest drew international attention 

when shelling by the Myanmar Armed Forces 

displaced nearly all 12,000 residents of Thantlang 

town, which was set on fire and looted.48 Over 

50,000 people have crossed into India from the 

northwest and approximately 40,000 have been 

internally displaced.49

Nonetheless, EAOs in these theatres continue to 

stand behind the anti-coup resistance. The two main 

EAOs in the southeast – the KNU and KNPP – had 

been at war with Myanmar’s military for more than 

six decades by the time of the 2021 coup. Both signed 

ceasefires in the decade before the coup, with these 

deals becoming increasingly unpopular with local 

populations as peace negotiations stalled. Seeing 

negotiations as a dead end and riding the wider 

resistance movement’s appetite for federalism, the 

KNU and KNPP joined forces with the NUG and 

anti-SAC forces in their armed uprising. Even so, 

there are subtle differences between the KNU’s and 

KNPP’s approaches to anti-SAC forces. The KNU, 

the stronger of the two, subsumes anti-SAC forces 

under its control through the J2C, whereas the KNPP 

coordinates its attacks with anti-SAC forces via the 

C3C. The two EAOs have expanded their admin-

istrative systems in territories they have wrested 

from the SAC, which they use to provide humani-

tarian assistance, healthcare, and law and order.50 In 

so doing, they seek to demonstrate the viability of 

EAO-led governance systems that exclude the SAC.

From its strongholds in Kachin State in north-

east Myanmar, since early 2021 the KIO has pushed 

southwards into northern parts of the Dry Zone 

with the assistance of anti-SAC forces.51 Formed in 

1961 to advance Kachin ethno-nationalism, the KIO 

quickly became one of the Myanmar government’s 
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most formidable opponents. Over the following two decades, it gained control of and 

began to administer territory in Kachin and northern Shan states, which both border 

China. After a 17-year ceasefire (1994–2011) the KIO returned to combat re-energised by 

a new generation of leaders less willing to compromise with the central government.52 

After the coup, the KIO was one of the first EAOs to intensify offensives against the mili-

tary, by seizing camps and outposts in March 2021.53 The KIO now appears to have full 

command over PDFs in Kachin State and coordinates its attacks with the NUG and its 

allies as a member of the C3C.54 

The main EAO in the northwest, the CNF, has fought for Chin self-determination since 

1988. However, unlike the KNU, KNPP and KIO, it was relatively insignificant before the 

coup because it had not actively fought since the mid-2000s.55 The CNF’s recent inactivity 

has been partly attributed to the difficulties encountered in trying to unite the Chin polity, 

due to northwest Myanmar’s sparse population and rugged, mountainous terrain; the lack 

of a common language; and poor roads and telecommunications infrastructure in rural 

areas.56 A common enemy – the SAC – re-energised the CNF and stimulated interest in a 

unified front against the military regime. Camp Victoria – the CNF headquarters – became 

an epicentre for resistance activities. It is where thousands of former protesters have 

undergone military training – by the CNF – before being deployed elsewhere in north-

west Myanmar and even central Myanmar.57 The camp, located only a few kilometres from 

the Indian border, was the target of SAC airstrikes in January 2023. As with southeast 

Myanmar and Kachin State, resistance actors – comprising the CNF, ousted lawmakers, 

members of civil-society groups and protest leaders – have cooperated to establish govern-

ance systems in areas they control.58 They claim, for example, to have reopened schools, 

allowing 2,800 primary students to return to the classroom.59

Central contested areas

The Dry Zone and lower Myanmar (see Map 6.3) are atypical insofar as they are the only 

two theatres that did not see armed violence in the decades before the 2021 coup. Due 

to their predominantly Buddhist-Bamar populations, these areas had been relatively 

untouched by the conflicts between EAOs and the Myanmar Armed Forces. Yet the Dry 

Zone on the border with Chin State and the commercial centre and former capital Yangon 

in lower Myanmar have become central to the post-coup conflict. In the absence of EAOs, 

the conflict here is driven by anti-SAC forces – both those allied with the NUG and those 

working independently.

In the first year of the conflict, PDFs deployed three main battlefield tactics: the use of 

improvised explosive devices, assassinations and ambushes. Their targets were not only 

SAC soldiers and police officers but also junta-linked assets, such as businesses owned 

by SAC members60 and people associated with the junta, such as suspected informants.61 

However, the SAC is better equipped to crack down on its opponents in large towns and 

cities, making urban warfare costly for the resistance.62 Consequently, anti-SAC forces 

rely on remote attacks rather than armed clashes and, particularly in lower Myanmar 

(including Yangon), have used remotely triggered explosive devices.63 Nonetheless, in both 

theatres, anti-SAC forces have grown more organised and their weapons more advanced. 
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Due to their distance from cross-border black 

markets, many have begun to produce their own 

light weapons, including sub-machine guns.64 Still, 

in comparison with forces in southeast and north-

west Myanmar, anti-SAC forces in the Dry Zone and 

lower Myanmar struggle to hold pockets of territory.

Whereas it has invited EAOs to peace talks, the 

SAC regards anti-SAC forces as ‘terrorists’ unde-

serving of dialogue and negotiation.65 Instead, it has 

dealt with them using counter-insurgency tactics 

that it had previously reserved for the most bellig-

erent EAOs. Six of the ten townships with the highest 

incidence of infrastructure destruction – primarily 

houses and buildings burned down by the SAC – 

are in the Dry Zone. The other four are in northwest 

Myanmar.66 Within the Dry Zone’s Sagaing Region 

alone, in the two years following the coup, 684,300 

people were internally displaced as a result.67 In 

Yangon, suspected resistance fighters are subject to 

raids, abductions and arrests. In July 2022, the junta 

executed four anti-regime activists accused of abet-

ting the armed resistance, having charged them 

under counter-terrorism laws. These were the first 

executions in Myanmar in more than three decades.68 

In late 2022, the SAC also deployed heavily armed 

soldiers to evict an estimated 60,000 residents from 

their homes in Yangon and reissued these lands to 

regime loyalists.69

Although the resistance has been less successful 

in these theatres, the military’s behaviour in its 

historic strongholds may have lasting effects on 

Myanmar’s politics. The home villages of tens of 

thousands of anti-SAC fighters have been destroyed. 

For them, the fight against the SAC will now be an 

existential matter. In the event of a SAC victory, these 

fighters are likely to remain deeply resentful towards 

Myanmar’s military commanders.70 Furthermore, the 

conflict has caused the Myanmar Armed Forces to 

turn against part of its traditional support base. Since 

Myanmar’s independence, the military has declared 

that its raison d’être is to protect the Buddhist-Bamar 

population; since the coup, such rhetoric has rung 

hollow with anti-SAC forces and their supporters.71
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Non-aligned areas

Finally, there are two theatres in which local  

actors are more ambivalent towards the NUG-led 

resistance: Rakhine on the border with Bangladesh, 

and those parts of Shan State bordering China 

(see Map 6.4). Most EAOs in both theatres have 

denounced the coup and have clashed with the mili-

tary but are not coordinating their activities with 

anti-SAC forces, instead focusing on achieving their 

own goals. 

The Brotherhood Alliance, consisting of the 

Rakhine-based AA together with the Shan-based 

TNLA and the Myanmar National Democratic 

Alliance Army (MNDAA), has denounced the coup 

and clashed with the SAC but insists on pursuing 

its constituent elements’ shared causes.72 There 

are three possible reasons why these groups have 

distanced themselves from the NUG. Firstly, they 

associate the NUG with ousted NLD lawmakers, 

whom they mistrust. The AA has been especially 

sceptical of the NLD as it led the suppression of 

Rakhine nationalists, which sparked the conflict 

there between the Myanmar Armed Forces and the 

AA in 2018.73 As for the TNLA and the MNDAA, 

there had been no lasting reprieve to fighting in the 

northeast during the NLD’s term in office. Secondly, 

more than in any other theatre in Myanmar, conflict 

in Shan State has been shaped by illicit economies, 

profiteering and factionalisation. This context has 

led local EAOs to prioritise survival and territorial 

autonomy over countrywide reforms.74 Thirdly, 

China looms large in these groups’ strategic calcu-

lations. Beijing has strategic interests in both Shan 

State, where it is involved in resource-extraction 

projects and where it seeks to secure its border, and 

Rakhine, where it had planned to build a deep-sea 

port and a special economic zone.75 Furthermore, 

these EAOs access Chinese-made weapons through 

the UWSA, whose partnership with China has 

allowed it to develop into the strongest armed force 

of any EAO in Myanmar.76 

These non-aligned areas are potential flashpoints 

in the conflict. Tensions persist between the SAC 
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and all members of the Brotherhood Alliance 

as well as other, smaller EAOs in Shan State. 

The situation in Rakhine is perhaps the most 

volatile, as in the past three years the AA has 

twice oscillated between signing ceasefires 

with the military and intense conflict. The 

AA used previous ceasefires as opportuni-

ties to expand its administration, acquiring 

influence over two-thirds of Rakhine and 

triggering retaliation from the Myanmar 

Armed Forces.77 The Brotherhood Alliance 

EAOs are likely to remain aloof from resist-

ance movements in the rest of Myanmar. 

However, if these groups were to change tack 

and challenge the SAC, in response to new 

SAC offensives or tacit approval from China, 

their combined strength could stretch the 

military in unprecedented ways. 

THE INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE

The international community is often characterised as being divided over the question 

of how it should respond to the overthrow of Myanmar’s elected government as a result 

of the 2021 coup d’état. However, there is broad consensus on several key points. On the 

day of the coup, condemnation was nearly universal: nine ASEAN foreign ministers 

quickly reached consensus on a statement calling for a ‘return to normalcy’, which was 

issued the same day by the then-chair of the organisation, Brunei.78 In the weeks that 

followed, the foreign ministers of the G7 group and the Quad (Australia, India, Japan 

and the United States) issued statements condemning the coup, while the UN Human 

Rights Council adopted without a vote a resolution ‘deploring’ the coup and calling for 

an end to the state of emergency – the legal instrument that allowed Min Aung Hlaing 

to seize power.79 

ASEAN’s Five-Point Consensus

As violence in Myanmar escalated, the broader international community looked to 

ASEAN, as the relevant regional organisation, to determine a way out of the crisis. In April 

2022, the nine leaders of the other ASEAN member states agreed to hold an extraordi-

nary meeting with Min Aung Hlaing at the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta. Protesters in 

Myanmar criticised ASEAN leaders for inviting the senior general to join them, and burnt 

ASEAN flags.80 While some leaders took pains to stress that they were merely meeting with 

Min Aung Hlaing and not including him among their number as a fellow leader, the junta 

repeatedly ran the footage of the meeting on state television in an attempt to convey the 

impression that Min Aung Hlaing had been accepted as Myanmar’s leader by the interna-

tional community.

Members of a People's Defence Force unit near Demoso, Kayah State, assemble 
homemade guns to be used in fighting against security forces, 4 June 2021

(str/AFP via Getty images)
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At the meeting on 22 April, the Five-Point Consensus was agreed between the nine 

ASEAN leaders and Min Aung Hlaing (see Figure 6.1). Though governments around the 

world voiced support for the Five-Point Consensus, Min Aung Hlaing quickly reneged on 

his commitments, indicating that he regarded them as merely advisory. Over the following 

two years, Myanmar accepted a small amount of humanitarian aid through the AHA 

Centre. After much negotiation, the special envoys of the ASEAN chairs Brunei (2021) and 

Cambodia (2022) have made visits to Myanmar (although they have not been allowed to 

meet with NLD leaders). Otherwise, the lack of meaningful progress on the Five-Point 

Consensus has led many to criticise it as a failed approach. 

Although the Five-Point Consensus has not been successful in pushing the junta to 

cease violence or engage in dialogue with its opponents, it has played an important role 

in bridging divisions between the remaining nine member states. The maritime states of 

Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore have favoured isolating the 

junta, while the mainland states led by Thailand and including Cambodia, Laos and 

Vietnam argue for greater engagement with the junta. In October 2021, these divisions 

came to a head in two meetings between ASEAN foreign ministers over whether to invite 

Min Aung Hlaing to the ASEAN summit at the end of the month. Brunei, acting on its 

authority as the chair, opted not to issue an invitation to Min Aung Hlaing. Although 

Thailand objected to the decision, it found it difficult to make a case for the inclusion of Min 

Aung Hlaing given that he had failed to fulfil any of the terms of the Five-Point Consensus. 

Bangkok ultimately chose not to insist on his inclusion. 

Over the following year, ministers from Myanmar were also excluded from ASEAN 

foreign and defence ministers’ meetings. Moreover, the ASEAN Secretariat, acting as the 

depositary for the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership free-trade agreement, 

Leaders of ASEAN member states meet  
Senior General Min Aung Hlaing to discuss  

the Myanmar crisis at the ASEAN Secretariat in 
Jakarta, 24 April 2021
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has refused to accept the junta’s instrument of accession. Though the junta’s officials still 

participate in the work of ASEAN at a lower level, these steps amount to a de facto suspen-

sion of Myanmar from ASEAN at the bloc’s most important meetings and with regard 

to its most important functions. While exclusion from ASEAN summits may not be Min 

Aung Hlaing’s greatest challenge, it has deprived him of the opportunity to convey images 

to Myanmar’s population that would suggest he has been accepted by the international 

community as the country’s leader.

Neighbours offer limited engagement

Thailand is not the only neighbour of Myanmar that has sought to engage rather than 

isolate the junta. Bangladesh, China and India have all sought quiet ways to build bridges 

to the SAC despite joining in early statements condemning the coup. For each, concerns 

over a porous border lined with autonomous armed groups is the top priority in their rela-

tions with Myanmar. Officials from the three countries say that they must engage the junta 

if they are to manage the border and the challenges that emanate from it – particularly with 

regard to migrants and criminal activity. However, China, India and Thailand have also 

sought to hedge their bets on the outcome of the conflict by establishing discreet lines of 

communication with the NUG. 

Despite allegations emerging in the weeks immediately following the coup that China 

had backed the military’s seizure of civil power, no evidence has emerged to support such 

claims.81 Indeed, the coup ran contrary to China’s interests: Beijing had enjoyed good rela-

tions with the NLD government. Min Aung Hlaing, by contrast, had criticised Beijing’s 

relationship with the AA and was thought to favour closer relations with India. Beijing 

has nevertheless sought to engage the new regime to secure its interests in infrastructure 

source: AseAn, asean.org

Figure 6.1: ASEAN’s Five-Point Consensus on the situation in Myanmar, April 2021
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projects in Myanmar and security along the border. However, it has been disappointed by 

the junta’s escalatory approach to the conflict.

For its part, New Delhi had become concerned over the course of Aung San Suu Kyi’s 

first term that the NLD government was becoming too close to China. Given Min Aung 

Hlaing’s stated antipathy towards China, Indian officials have seen the coup as an oppor-

tunity to beat back Chinese influence in Myanmar and make inroads of their own. Naval 

cooperation between India and Myanmar is a particularly bright spot for the junta. In 

October 2020, before the coup, India donated a Kilo-class submarine to Myanmar. Since 

the coup, regular talks between naval commanders from India and Myanmar in the Bay of 

Bengal have continued, while India invited Myanmar to participate in its Milan biennial 

regional naval exercise in February 2022.82

Further afield, few friends

Beyond Myanmar’s immediate region, Russia has been the junta’s only significant 

supporter. It has become the leading arms supplier to the military regime; its substan-

tial training programmes for Myanmar Armed Forces personnel have continued 

despite the coup; and it included Myanmar in the Vostok military exercise in Russia’s 

Far East in September 2022. A deal on the sale of Russian petrol to Myanmar has sought 

to provide a new market for Russian energy while lowering oil prices in Myanmar. In 

August 2022, Min Aung Hlaing travelled to Vladivostok for a meeting with Russian 

President Vladimir Putin – the senior general’s most significant diplomatic engage-

ment since the coup. However, even the close relationship between Russia and the 

junta was not enough to secure a Russian veto of UNSC Resolution 2669 in December 

2022 – the first UNSC resolution on Myanmar since the country was admitted to the 

UN as Burma in 1949.

European and North American govern-

ments have followed through on their 

early condemnations of the coup by down-

grading their diplomatic representation in 

Yangon, meeting with NUG officials and 

levying economic sanctions against the 

regime. Most of these governments have 

chosen not to replace their outgoing ambas-

sadors to Myanmar, rather than have a new 

ambassador present their credentials to 

Min Aung Hlaing as chairman of the SAC.83 

Canada, the European Union, the United 

Kingdom and the US have sought to coor-

dinate their implementation of sanctions to 

increase their effectiveness. Yet these sanc-

tions appear to have had little effect on 

Myanmar’s economy, particularly compared 

to the damage inflicted by the nationwide 

Senior General Min Aung Hlaing meets Russian President Vladimir Putin on the 
sidelines of the Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok, Russia, 7 September 2022

(valery sharifulin/sPUtniK/AFP via Getty images)
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strike known as the ‘Civil Disobedience Movement’ – which gripped the economy for 

months following the coup – or the military regime’s macroeconomic mismanagement. 

It is possible that the sanctions’ effectiveness could have been greater if they had been 

implemented more quickly; the relatively slow escalation ladder used by the administra-

tion of US President Joe Biden afforded the junta and its supporters time to adjust to the 

prospect of renewed economic isolation. 

Three important middle powers in the Asia-Pacific – Australia, Japan and South 

Korea – have condemned the coup but remain reluctant to completely isolate the junta. 

Only Canberra has levied sanctions, although these came two years after the coup and 

were limited to basic financial sanctions and travel bans on high-ranking SAC officials. 

The relationship with Japan is particularly important for Myanmar, which has bene-

fitted from substantial Japanese investment. Tokyo’s approach is framed by an interest 

in protecting these investments and – like India – blocking deeper Chinese engagement 

in the country. Of the three middle powers, Australia and South Korea have chosen not 

to replace outgoing ambassadors, while Japan’s ambassador, Maruyama Ichiro, has 

remained in place since the coup.84

Elections could split the international community

Though there is broad international agreement that the conflict in Myanmar should 

be resolved through negotiations and that any stable settlement must include some 

element of democratic participation, the junta’s announced intention to hold an elec-

tion in the second half of 2023 has proved divisive. The NLD would probably boycott 

the polls if given the opportunity, although regulations issued by the junta in January 

2023 suggest that it will not be given the chance to do so. The polls are likely to be 

cancelled in much of the country where the conflict makes voting impossible and, even 

in other areas, polling stations could still come under attack from opponents of the 

military regime. 

ASEAN and the broader international community are split between those prepared 

to maintain a hard line towards the junta and those that are wary of leaving the military 

isolated for too long. An election designed to supplant the results of the freely conducted 

2020 election – which the Myanmar Armed Forces’ proxy party lost – and marred by 

violence could be seen by governments in favour of isolating the military regime as a 

trigger for stronger sanctions. At the same time, some in China, India, Japan and Thailand 

might see the election as an opportunity to turn the page on the preceding two years in the 

hope that a new political equation in Myanmar will open up opportunities for progress 

in resolving the country’s internal conflict and make engagement with the regime appear 

less objectionable. The resulting disagreement would bring into sharp relief disagree-

ments within the Quad between the US and Australia on one side and India and Japan 

on the other. By contrast, ASEAN member states are likely to continue to find creative 

ways to bridge their differences, as any split in the bloc would threaten the organisation’s 

convening role at the centre of the regional diplomatic architecture and thereby jeopardise 

its influence over major-power diplomacy in the region. Once lost, this influence would be 

difficult to regain.
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