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Security alignments in the 
Asia-Pacific are quickly 
hardening in response to 

China’s rise and regional asser-
tiveness. 

These realignments have led to 
the formation of the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue, or simply the 
Quad, which comprises the United 
States, its two close allies Austra-
lia and Japan, and India. The 
Trump administration’s endorse-
ment of the term “Indo-Pacific” 
gives these alignments a maritime 
focus on the sea lanes traversing 
the Western Pacific, South China 
Sea and Indian Ocean.

The Quad is not a formal mili-
tary alliance, but each of its four 

members is pushing back against 
a rising China that has been 
assertive in pursuing its inter-
ests at their expense. Last year, 
for example, Indian and Chinese 
military forces were involved in 
a two-month confrontation on 
the Doklam Plateau, a tri-border 
area shared by China, India and 
Bhutan. In February, satellite 
images revealed that both sides 
were building up defenses, with 
China’s efforts far outweighing 
India’s.

Japan faces constant challenges 
by Chinese naval and air forces 
operating in waters around the 
Japanese-administered Senkaku 
Islands. In January alone, Chinese 
Coast Guard vessels intruded 
twice into Japan’s territorial sea 
while a Chinese frigate and a 
submerged Shang-class nuclear 
attack submarine entered Japan’s 
contiguous zone.

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe has been instrumental in 
knitting closer political ties with 
India and enhanced defense ties 
with Australia. 

Australia, which is not geo-
graphically proximate to China, 
faces challenges of a different 
sort: Chinese interference in its 
domestic affairs. The Australian 
Security Intelligence Organisa-
tion (ASIO) stated in its 2016–
17 annual report that they had 
“identified foreign powers clan-
destinely seeking to shape the 
opinions of members of the Aus-
tralian public, media organiza-
tions and government officials in 

order to advance their country’s 
own political objectives. Ethnic 
and religious communities in 
Australia were also the subject 
of covert influence operations 
designed to diminish their criti-
cism of foreign governments.”

In late January, it was reported 
that ASIO listed China as an 
“extreme threat,” the highest 
level on a secret country-by-coun-
try counter-intelligence index.

ASIO’s assessment was backed 
by widespread media reports of 
Chinese influence operations in 
Australia, including cash dona-
tions to political parties. The 
United Front Work Department 
– an organ of the Chinese Com-
munist Party – and Chinese busi-
nessmen were identified as key 
actors in activities designed to 

influence Australian politicians, 
the Chinese community and Chi-
nese-language media. 

In a high-profile case in 2017, a 
Labor Party frontbencher, Sena-
tor Sam Dastyari, resigned from 
parliament after it was revealed 
that he had accepted cash dona-
tions from a Chinese business-
man, reportedly in return for sup-
porting China’s territorial claims 
in the South China Sea. 

On Nov. 23, 2017, the Aus-
tralian government released its 
Foreign Policy White Paper. This 
document, without specifically 
naming China, highlighted the 
challenge to US primacy “by 
other powers” that openly con-
tested the principles and values 
on which international order is 
based. The white paper assessed 
that China’s power and influ-
ence will grow to match, “and in 
some cases exceed,” that of the 
United States in the Indo-Pacific. 
A Chinese spokesperson called 
the white paper “irresponsible.”

The white paper depicted terri-
torial disputes in the South China 
Sea as a “major fault line” in the 
region, noting that Australia was 
“particularly concerned by the 
unprecedented pace and scale of 
China’s activities… (and) opposes 
the use of disputed features and 
artificial structures in the South 
China Sea for military purposes.” 
It also stressed the importance 
of US leadership and participa-
tion in a rules-based international 
order. At a time of growing stra-
tegic uncertainty, Australia has 

picked up the strategic slack and 
engaged more with like-minded 
democracies in the Indo-Pacific. 
Australian Prime Minister Mal-
colm Turnbull and Prime Minis-
ter Abe have stepped up defense 
cooperation between their two 
countries.

The United States has long-
standing concerns about freedom 
of navigation by naval vessels and 
military aircraft over the South 
China Sea. In May 2017, Presi-
dent Donald Trump approved 
the defense department’s plan 
for a full-year regular schedule 
of freedom-of-navigation opera-
tions (FONOPs). As these are 
officially considered routine 
operations, they are not widely 
publicized. 

China, however, publicly criti-
cizes FONOPs as a threat to its 
security and a violation of its 
sovereignty. The US Navy report-
edly conducted four FONOPs in 
the South China Sea in 2017 and 
one in January of this year. 

At the end of his first year in 
office, Trump approved a new 
US National Security Strategy 
(NSS) that singled out China and 
Russia as strategic competitors. 
With respect to the Indo-Pacific 
region, the NSS focused almost 
entirely on the maritime domain, 
freedom of navigation, and free 
and reciprocal trade.

The NSS bluntly declared: 
“China is using economic induce-
ments and penalties, influence 
operations, and implied military 
threats to persuade other states 
to heed its political and security 
agenda. China’s infrastructure 
investments and trade strategies 
reinforce its geopolitical aspira-
tions.”

References in the NSS to US 
support for high-quality infra-
structure promoting economic 
growth indicates that Washing-
ton will push back against Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Initiative and 
offer regional states an alternate 
source of funding.

Shortly after the release of the 
NSS, the Pentagon issued a new 
US National Defense Strategy 
(NDS) that highlighted strategic 
competition among the major 
powers as the primary concern 
of the United States. China and 
Russia were explicitly identified 
as revisionist powers seeking to 
overly influence other countries 
economic, diplomatic and secu-
rity decisions.  

With respect to the Indo-Pacific 
region, the NDS identified China 
as a strategic competitor that 
sought to undermine America’s 
position in the region. The NDS 
posited three main “lines of 
effort” to achieve the objective 
of a free and open Indo-Pacific 
region. The NDS promoted a 
US-led “networked security 
architecture” consisting of allies 
and partners – including Viet-
nam, Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore – to ensure regional 
stability and free access to the 
maritime commons in the Indo-
Pacific.

The Quad is a work in prog-
ress, the formation of which 
was spurred by China’s creeping 
militarization of its islands in the 
South China Sea. Prime Minis-
ter Abe has proposed a possible 
agenda including the provision of 
aid, infrastructure and maritime 
security to assist regional states 
in resisting Chinese dominance. 

The first meeting of Quad naval 
chiefs in New Delhi in January 
of this year is a harbinger of the 
new realignment across the Indo-
Pacific to push back against an 
assertive China.                     

BY CARLYLE THAYER 

As we meet this year at 
Munich, global tensions 
are at their highest point 

since the end of the Cold War. 
Like much of the rest of the 
world, Asia saw a number of 
security crises unfold over the 
last year. Tensions between 
China and South Korea flared 
over Seoul’s deployment of the 
THAAD missile defense system. 
The return of maritime ten-
sions in the South China Sea 
continues to threaten the “long 
peace” that has underpinned 
Asia’s prosperity for the last 
quarter of a century. And the 
most important overall bilat-
eral relationship in the Asia-
Pacific is also badly frayed, with 
Sino-American relations at their 
lowest ebb in several years. Two 
major tensions are at the core of 
this friction: North Korea, and 
the bilateral economic and trade 
relationship. 

Armed conflict on the Korean 
Peninsula is a growing possibil-
ity, but not a likely one; I put it 
somewhere in the range of 25 to 
30 percent. There is no question 
that a “bloody nose” strike by 
the United States against North 
Korea would lead to retaliation 
by Pyongyang. The US wants 
China to do more to bring about 
a change in North Korea’s behav-
ior, though there remain serious 
questions over China’s ability 
to do so. And many of us have 
deep doubts about the substance 
and intention of the North’s con-
ciliatory gestures around the 
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics. 
Serious diplomatic efforts must 
remain at the fore, including pos-
sible variations on a “freeze-for-
freeze” (i.e. the North Koreans 
cease missile or nuclear testing 
in return for a halt on US-South 
Korea joint military exercises), 
along with other measures such 
as carefully targeted sanctions.

There is also the increasing 
possibility of a US-China trade 
war. The Trump administration 
recently raised tariff barriers 
on solar panels and washing 
machines, leading to immediate 
retaliatory action from Seoul and 
threats from China of retaliation 
against key US export sectors.

The truth is that most poli-
cymakers in the US and China 
know a full-blown trade or 
currency war would be deeply 
damaging to the economic pros-
perity of both countries and to 
the global economy. Hundreds 
of thousands of Americans and 
Chinese would lose their jobs, 
and GDP in both countries 
would take a serious hit. Where 
this goes next is deeply uncer-
tain, but more generally I fear 
for the future of the international 
trading regime in the absence of 
US global leadership.

Indeed, the single most point-
less wound inflicted by the 
United States on both itself and 
the Asia-Pacific over the past 
year was its withdrawal from the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). 
Once a great free-trading nation, 
America has left the global trad-
ing system completely rudder-
less, with the deeply concern-
ing consequences of calling the 
entire global trade regime into 
question and undermining the 
source of much of the world’s 
prosperity. 

These are some of the immedi-
ate challenges confronting poli-
cymakers across the Asia-Pacific. 
But in the long term, how do we 
develop a mechanism to manage 
the region’s most pressing secu-
rity tensions? One of the prob-
lems has been the failure of the 
wider region to generate a politi-
cal security institution capable of 
entrenching pan-regional norms, 
practices and cultures for the 
management of underpinning 

geopolitical tensions. Despite 
ASEAN’s success, for half of a 
century we have failed to repli-
cate a parallel political security 
institution for the whole of East 
Asia, let alone for all of Asia 
itself. APEC has evolved into 
a successful regional economic 
institution, although India is not 
a member. The ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF), which does indeed 
have a security policy mandate 
for the wider region, does not 
meet at head-of-government level 
and has never really worked. 
ASEAN+3 (China, South 
Korea and Japan) evolved into 
ASEAN+6 (including India, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand), which 
in turn evolved into the East Asia 
Summit (EAS – now including 
both the US and Russia).

Over the past two years, an 
independent policy commis-
sion of the Asia Society Policy 
Institute has worked together 
on how we can strengthen the 
existing East Asia Summit – cre-
ated a decade ago – to enhance 
its effectiveness as a politi-
cal security institution for the 
wider region. The commission 
is made up of former foreign 
ministers Marty Natalegawa of 
Indonesia, Yoriko Kawaguchi of 
Japan, Kim Sung-hwan of South 
Korea and Igor Ivanov of Russia; 
former national security advis-
ers Shivshankar Menon of India 
and Tom Donilon of the United 
States; Wang Jisi, a member of 
the foreign policy advisory group 
of the Chinese foreign ministry; 
and myself.

The EAS has the mandate to 
expand its activities in the secu-
rity domain. The Kuala Lumpur 
Declaration of 2005 makes this 
clear. Furthermore, signatories 
to the EAS have all signed the 
Treaty of Amity and Coopera-
tion in Southeast Asia, which 
commits partners to peaceful dis-
pute resolution. Moreover, EAS 
is unique in having all necessary 
players around the one table.

To begin with, the EAS needs 
a permanent secretariat, which 
should be empowered to create 
temporary EAS working groups 
on current and emerging security 
policy challenges. Over time it 
could also consider aligning the 
existing ASEAN Defense Min-
isters’ Meeting-Plus (ADMM+) 
with the EAS heads of govern-
ment process. Its overall objec-
tive should be to establish the 
habits, protocols and procedures 
for crisis prevention and dis-
pute resolution within the wider 
region. 

In the absence of such a secre-
tariat, the brittle, usually bilat-
eral nature of existing security 
policy tensions across the wider 
region will simply get worse. 
Indeed, this problem would be 

exacerbated by the emerging 
system of competing alliances 
across the region: on one side of 
the divide are the US allies, while 
on the other is the expanding 
network of Chinese semi-alliance 
structures unfolding through 
a combination of the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), the Conference on Inter-
action and Confidence Building 
Measures in Asia (CICA) and 
perhaps the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative. 

An expanding East Asia 
Summit, perhaps one day evolv-
ing into a wider East Asian 
community or an Asia Pacific 
community, will not serve as a 
substitute for the development of 
existing alliance structures. But it 
could help take the sharper edges 
off what is currently unfolding, 
while simultaneously promoting 
the evolution of concepts such as 
common security, military trans-
parency and common military 
exercises, which over time could 
help preserve the “long peace” 
from which we have collectively 
benefited since the end of the last 
Korean War.          

A mechanism to manage security tensions  
in the Asia-Pacific region
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