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Marles’s focus for the US–Australia 
alliance: integrate, integrate, 
integrate

The Strategist 
21 July 2022 
Tom Corben, United States Studies Centre

Washington was the last of the Quad capitals 
that Richard Marles visited in his opening diplo-
matic salvo as Australia’s deputy prime minis-
ter and defence minister. But, as far as defence 
matters are concerned, the agenda that he took 
to Washington was arguably the most ambitious 
and complex of all.

Of course, Marles’s meeting with US Defense 
Secretary Lloyd Austin and his team was not his 
first. The two met twice on the sidelines of the 
Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore last month. 
But a dedicated bilateral visit offered some 
obvious advantages, particularly so early in the 
new Australian government’s tenure. For one, it 
allowed top officials to explore issues of common 
interest in more depth than at engagements on 
the sidelines of regional forums. The rest of 
Marles’s visit provided opportunities for direct 
engagement with other important parts of the 
US system, including other government depart-
ments, the wider strategic and defence policy 
community, Congress, and defence industry 
entities.

If Marles’s excellent address at the Center for Stra-
tegic and International Studies was a tone-set-
ter, then three words capture the essence of the 
agenda Marles would have sought to prosecute 
with Washington: integrate, integrate, integrate.

Importantly, Marles repeatedly made clear over 
the course of his visit that his government wasn’t 
looking to reinvent the wheel when it came to 
the US–Australia alliance’s defence integra-
tion program. Rather, his message was that the 
wheel needs to spin faster, whether in advancing 

defence technology cooperation or accelerating 
ambitious force posture plans—both longstanding 
objectives held by successive Australian govern-
ments.

For instance, at CSIS Marles flagged his inten-
tion to propose specific measures to streamline 
cooperation through the US national technology 
and industrial base, or NTIB. This mechanism is 
intended to facilitate greater defence innovation 
and easier technology sharing between the US 
and its most trusted allies, Australia included. Yet 
prohibitive export-control regimes and bureau-
cratic misalignment have prevented the NTIB 
from delivering on its promise as a veritable 
defence free-trade zone, barriers that continue 
to hamper Australian efforts to develop sover-
eign capabilities with US help, such as the guided 
weapons and explosive ordnance enterprise. It’s 
unclear exactly what reforms Marles proposed 
to his interlocutors at the Pentagon. But in making 
this a centrepiece for his engagement with Amer-
ican counterparts, Marles continued with the 
proactive efforts of former defence ministers 
Peter Dutton and Linda Reynolds to ensure 
that the NTIB remains at the top of the bilateral 
agenda.

Efforts to get the NTIB working properly feed 
directly into another defence integration prior-
ity for the new government: AUKUS. Indeed, one 
of the NTIB’s chief architects has warned that, 
without urgent reform, longstanding collabo-
ration could yet sink technology co-develop-
ment and transfer projects flagged under AUKUS. 
Australia’s future nuclear-powered submarines, 
of course, remain the big-ticket item, and Marles 
indicated before his departure that accelerating 
the subs’ delivery timeline would be central to 
his discussions in DC. But Australia is looking for 
substantial advanced-capability pay-offs from 
AUKUS much earlier than the 2040s. Marles’s 
emphasis on the need for Australia to acquire 
long-range strike, advanced cyber capabilities 
and so-called area-denial systems like uncrewed 

AUSTRALIA-US RELATIONS
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underwater systems underscored that perspec-
tive, and will undoubtedly have been close to the 
top of the agenda in his meetings with senior US 
defence officials.

However, implementing AUKUS and the NTIB 
isn’t just about maximising benefits for Australia. 
Indeed, at CSIS Marles argued that Australia’s 
goal was to ‘supplement and strengthen US 
industry and [shared] supply chains’ by provid-
ing ‘a trusted second source’ for critical items 
like precision munitions for both militaries. In 
that sense, the alliance’s defence industrial and 
technology integration initiatives are closely 
tied to the expanded force posture initiatives 
(EFPIs) announced at AUSMIN last year, which 
are also intended to better integrate Australian 
and US defence forces. Marles made clear at 
the Australian–American Leadership Dialogue 
that he sees AUKUS as, ideally, facilitating the 
sort of ‘seamless’ defence industrial integration 
that would truly reflect the interoperability of US 
and Australian forces, and make Australia ‘a much 
more potent and effective’ security partner in 
the region.

With EFPI implementation high on the agenda, 
the government’s planned force posture 
review provides an opportunity to better inte-
grate Australian forces with the US and prepare 
them for the sorts of ‘high end warfighting and 
combined military operations’ flagged in last 
year’s AUSMIN communiqué. As Marles argued 
at CSIS, timely progress on the EFPIs will be 
crucial if the alliance is to ‘move beyond interop-
erability to interchangeability’. Plans to develop 
a shared logistics, maintenance and sustainment 
capability as part of the EFPIs to support high-in-
tensity and high-end operations neatly capture 
this dynamic.

However, an expanding aperture for the US mili-
tary presence in Australia should also prompt 
Canberra and Washington to deepen their joint 
strategic planning—to better ‘share the burden 

of strategic thought’, as Marles put it. This is 
something that alliance practitioners have long 
called for as part of wider efforts to modernise 
the alliance for new and emerging deterrence 
challenges. Of course, Taiwan has dominated 
much of the public discussion on this point. 
But the growing number of close encounters 
between Australian and Chinese aircraft and 
warships across the region, and concerns that 
Canberra and other regional allies have that such 
‘routine’ coercion could escalate into conven-
tional conflict, make this more important than 
ever—particularly if the EFPIs are to be imple-
mented and leveraged in ways of greatest benefit 
to Australian interests.

It goes without saying that implementing this inte-
gration program—only a part of the wider bilateral 
agenda—will take more than one successful high-
level visit. But Marles’s clear message to Wash-
ington that the wheels of integration need to spin 
faster than ever before is cause for optimism that 
the US–Australia alliance can get ‘match-fit’ for 
defence challenges in the Indo-Pacific.

Defence Minister Richard Marles meets US counterpart Lloyd Austin,  
July 2022 (Source: Richard Marles/Twitter)
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365 days of AUKUS:  
Progress, challenges and prospects

USSC Explainer 
14 September 2022 
Peter K. Lee and Alice Nason, 
United States Studies Centre

The announcement of the Australia, United King-
dom and United States (AUKUS) security partner-
ship on 16 September 2021 transformed Austral-
ia’s perceptions of its capacity, capability and the 
role of its oldest allies. Few announcements to 
date have inspired as much interest, and as much 
misunderstanding, as AUKUS has. At this mile-
stone anniversary, it is essential to revisit what we 
have learnt so far, what progress has been made, 
what challenges remain and what lies ahead for 
this extraordinary partnership.

What have we learnt about 
AUKUS in its first year?

Since the last United States Studies Centre (USSC) 
explainer on AUKUS, written at the time of its 
announcement, the true character and implica-
tions of the agreement have been further clar-
ified. The security partnership is comprised of 
two pillars: to deliver Australia a fleet of conven-
tionally armed submarines and to collaborate on 
a host of advanced capabilities. On the whole, it 
is apparent that AUKUS marks a ‘pivot point’ in the 
underlying nature of Australia’s bilateral alliance 
with the United States which had been based 
upon US military primacy and global influence. At 
its core, the partnership recognises the strategic 
environment in the Indo-Pacific demands a more 
collaborative and integrated approach to deter-
rence that leverages the combined defence tech-
nology and industrial bases of all three countries.

It is now evident that the shared resolve of the 
three nations’ leaders has been the enabling 
element overturning decades of established 
conventions in alliance collaboration, most signif-

icantly around the sharing of nuclear propul-
sion technology. While the current focus is on 
delivering results on both pillars of cooperation 
trilaterally, there may also be opportunities to 
involve other allies and partners like Japan or 
New Zealand on specific projects in the future.

Nuclear propulsion, not nuclear weapons

Throughout the past year, officials from all three 
countries have been at pains to dispel both 
regional misunderstandings and disinformation 
from adversaries about what AUKUS is and is 
not. Most importantly, AUKUS will not enable 
Australia to acquire nuclear weapons, nor does 
Australia want them. Australia is entitled to oper-
ate submarines powered by nuclear propulsion 
under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons (NPT). As the first state with-
out nuclear weapons to acquire this capability, 
Australia and its AUKUS partners have set out 
additional measures ensuring compliance with 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safe-
guards, including prohibiting uranium enrich-
ment, using welded power units, instituting veri-
fication processes and implementing additional 
safeguards to prevent any diversion of nuclear 
material.

A new collaboration, not a new alliance

Contrary to much international reporting, AUKUS 
is not a new alliance. It is not a collective defence 
treaty, and it does not supersede Australia’s 1951 
ANZUS Treaty with the United States or Austral-
ia’s strategic partnership with the United King-
dom. Cooperation under AUKUS is distinct from 
Australia’s bilateral Enhanced Force Posture Initi-
atives with the United States.

A partnership, not an arms deal

It is also clear that AUKUS is not simply an ‘arms 
deal’ for submarine acquisition. Initially over-
shadowed by the submarine announcement, the 
advanced capabilities pillar of the partnership 
has developed in scale and ambition, with eight 
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priority areas for collaboration that will be the key 
to enhancing collective deterrent capabilities in 
the immediate term.

What has AUKUS accomplished so far?

Bureaucratic settings

Over the last year, the three countries worked to 
have their bureaucratic settings right for the deliv-
ery of capabilities. The hard work of implementa-
tion is far from limited to senior officials. Beyond 
the trilateral governance structure formed by the 
AUKUS Joint Steering Groups and the 17 working 
groups, each government has made arrange-
ments nationally to steer progress.

In the United States, National Security Coun-
cil AUKUS Coordinator James N. Miller directs 
interagency efforts from the White House. At 
the Department of Defense, Abraham Denmark 
serves as Senior Advisor for AUKUS and is tasked 
to lead the submarine effort together with Rear 
Admiral Dave Goggins.

In the United Kingdom, specific roles have been 
carved out within the Ministry of Defence with 
responsibility for AUKUS delivery, though no 

further information has been made publicly 
available.

For Australia, AUKUS is a whole-of-government 
venture. All federal departments with a foreign 
portfolio have assumed specialised responsibil-
ities during the 18-month scoping period:

 › A multi-agency Nuclear-Powered Subma-
rine Task Force led by Rear Admiral Jona-
than Mead was stood up, with respon-
sibility for consolidating information on 
the pathway to nuclear-powered subma-
rines and ensuring compliance with the 
requirements of nuclear stewardship;

 › The Department of Defence prior-
itises capability delivery;

 › The Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade manages regional messaging and 
non-proliferation legal compliance; and

 › The Department of the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet supports the prime minis-
ter, builds social license, and leverages the 
heft of government when called upon.
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Legal and personnel regulations

Important steps have also been made toward 
cross-national legal and personnel regulations. A 
key milestone in preparing for the nuclear-pow-
ered submarine program was the Exchange of 
Naval Nuclear Propulsion Information Agree-
ment in February 2022. The record pace at which 
the agreement was finalised in all three coun-

tries, only three months 
from signing to entry into 
force, reflects the high 
priority the three govern-
ments have assigned to 
AUKUS implementation.

Australia and the United 
Kingdom established 
a submariner training 
program in September 
2022, where Australian 

naval officers will train aboard the HMS Anson 
and four other Astute-class nuclear-powered 
submarines for the first time. Similarly, a new 
bipartisan Australia-US Submarine Officer Pipe-
line Act was also introduced to the US Congress. 
These initiatives suggest that a suite of similar 
training and labour mobility programs might be 
created to share key expertise with Australia.

Infrastructure

The former Morrison government announced 
a series of investments to prepare Austral-
ia’s military infrastructure for the delivery of 
AUKUS capabilities. The most significant of these 
ventures was the announcement of the construc-
tion of a “Future Navy Base” on Australia’s east 
coast at either Port Kembla, Newcastle or Bris-
bane. In addition, the government announced 
that the Osborne Shipyard in Adelaide would be 
tripled in size through adjacent land purchases 
for future shipbuilding work. It also committed to 
a $1 billion investment in upgrades to the Austral-
ian Navy’s submarine fleet home port at HMAS 
Stirling in Perth to support the stationing of a 

nuclear-powered submarine in Australian waters, 
as well as $4.3 billion for a large-vessel dry berth 
in Western Australia that will support the main-
tenance and sustainment of nuclear-powered 
submarines.

Advanced capabilities

Progress has been made in accelerating deliv-
erables under the advanced capabilities pillar. In 
April 2022, the three leaders committed to four 
new streams of cooperation on hypersonics and 
counter-hypersonics, electronic warfare capabil-
ities, information-sharing and defence innova-
tion. This announcement doubled the initial four 
lines of effort on undersea capabilities, quantum 
technologies, artificial intelligence and advanced 
cyber set out in September 2021. As a recent 
USSC report noted, each advanced capability 
stream is at a different stage of maturity, meaning 
different timelines for delivery. The most progress 
to date has been in undersea capabilities, which 
will see trials of autonomous underwater vehi-
cles commence in 2023, as well as cooperation 
on quantum technologies, including on posi-
tion navigation and timing devices. In addition, 
accelerated near-term progress on the hyper-
sonics and cyber streams was agreed upon at 
the July meeting of the Joint Steering Group for 
Advanced Capabilities.

What have been the challenges?

Cancelling the French deal

Many of the challenges arising during AUKUS’ 
first year will persist into the future. The first chal-
lenge to AUKUS implementation, dominating 
initial public reactions, was the French response 
to the cancellation of the Attack-class subma-
rine program. The financial compensation for 
the cancellation of this program, $835 million for 
France’s Naval Group, has since been resolved 
and the Albanese government has repaired 
diplomatic relations with France through visits 

MESSAGING TO THE 
REGION AROUND 
AUSTRALIA’S DEDICATION 
TO NON-PROLIFERATION 
HAS BEEN DISRUPTED BY 
ONGOING MISINFORMATION 
CAMPAIGNS. CHINA AND 
RUSSIA HAVE MADE A 
CONCERTED EFFORT TO 
UNDERMINE AUKUS IN 
INTERNATIONAL BODIES.
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to Paris by Prime Minister Anthony Albanese 
and Deputy Prime Minister and Defence Minis-
ter Richard Marles. Though the first challenge of 
French outrage may be resolved, questions of 
cost endure. The total spend on the cancelled 
program over the last decade stands at $3.4 
billion, and the closest this program came to 
building a submarine was the 1:72 scale model 
produced for the project.

Addressing proliferation concerns

Proliferation concerns remain widespread at 
home and abroad. Domestically, the Australian 
Greens Party oppose the acquisition of nucle-
ar-powered submarines, what they have called 
“floating Chernobyls,” while crossbench inde-
pendents remain ambivalent about AUKUS. In 
opposition, the Peter Dutton-led Coalition have 
begun to revisit the question of civil nuclear 
power generation to manage energy prices, 
adding an additional layer of complexity to the 
domestic debate.

Non-proliferation experts have identified legit-
imate risks of fuelling arms racing behaviours 
and increasing threat perceptions associated 
with Australia’s acquisition of Tomahawk cruise 
missiles for the future submarines. In the United 
States, members of the left wing of the Demo-
cratic Party have flagged concerns about poten-
tial proliferation precedents. This high-level 
unease places the onus on Australia to consist-
ently demonstrate its nuclear stewardship 
credentials.

Countering misunderstanding and misinfor-
mation

Messaging to the region around Australia’s dedi-
cation to non-proliferation has been disrupted by 
ongoing misinformation campaigns. China and 
Russia have made a concerted effort to under-
mine AUKUS in international bodies. China, for 
instance, requested forming a ‘special commit-
tee’ in the IAEA to investigate AUKUS’ compliance. 

Indonesia and Malaysia continue to express 
concerns about the use of highly enriched 
uranium under AUKUS.

The public narrative around AUKUS has suffered 
from sporadic leadership communication. 
Following the initial 12-minute press confer-
ence on 16 September 2021, one leaders’ level 
statement and a readout of the Joint Steering 
Group Meetings in July 2022 represent the sum 
total of dedicated, high-level communication. 
In Australia, no statement to Parliament has 
been made by the prime minister or minister 
for defence of the previous or current govern-
ments, as done previously in relation to other 
Australia-US activities such as the Joint Facilities. 
Keeping the public regularly informed will be 
necessary to counter disinformation and avoid 
turning AUKUS into an initiative that polarises the 
public along party lines, as early public opinion 
polling suggests is already occurring.

Preserving Australia’s sovereignty

Much of the domestic criticism of AUKUS has 
focused on how the arrangement might diminish 
Australia’s strategic autonomy. The government 
must show that AUKUS does not pre-emptively 
commit Australia to future military contingencies 
and that, as US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
said last year, “there are no follow-on reciprocal 
requirements of any kind.” Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Marles’ desire to bring forward the submarine 
acquisition timeline a decade earlier must simi-
larly be reconciled with repeated promises that 
the submarines will be built in Adelaide.

Funding the venture

Among the most significant ongoing concerns for 
AUKUS governments are the daunting resourc-
ing challenges. This begins with financing eight 
nuclear-powered submarines, which could 
cost anywhere from $116 billion to $171 billion in 
out-turned dollars depending on chosen build, if 
built in Adelaide. Australian Treasurer Jim Chal-
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mers has already painted a bleak picture of a 
trillion dollars in national debt and rising inflation 
and interest rates. The October Federal Budget 
will need to locate funding for both the subma-
rines and the suite of advanced technologies, for 
which there has been no AUKUS-specific costing 
to date.

Resourcing AUKUS also means training the work-
force that will build and operate these capabil-
ities. It will require cultivating what the Chief of 
the Nuclear-Powered Submarine Taskforce, Vice 
Admiral Jonathan Mead, has called a “nuclear 
mindset” to become the technical stewards of 
this endeavour. Strengthening Australia’s science, 
technology and defence industry ecosystem, as 
well as putting in place a pathway for advanced 
skills training, will be priorities.

What lies ahead for AUKUS?

Taskforce and review outcomes

The next year will be pivotal as the three coun-
tries move from the consultation phase to the 
implementation of the AUKUS partnership. The 

Nuclear-Powered Submarine Taskforce will 
deliver its recommendations to Government 
in March 2023. This will determine whether 
Australia will go with the British Astute-class, 
the American Virginia-class nuclear subma-
rines, or some new version shared by all three 
countries. The outcomes of the initial consul-
tation period should also clarify the details of 
a domestic build, the Australian Government’s 
proposed interim capability, and further initia-
tives to fill the workforce demands of AUKUS. 
The Australian Government’s Defence Strategic 
Review, to be released in early 2023, will articulate 
how AUKUS fits into Australia’s broader defence 
posture, preparedness and structure.

Developing the trilateral architecture

All three governments will also be working 
towards clarifying the organisational responsi-
bilities and funding allocation for implementa-
tion. Some of the AUKUS advanced capabili-
ties such as cyber security and innovation cut 
across different parts of the defence and wider 
national security bureaucracy. Avoiding the 
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bureaucratic turf wars that often accompany 
major policy initiatives will be a priority. In addi-
tion, the Australia-UK FTA, which will inform 
arrangements to boost the supply of skills and 
the defence industrial base to support AUKUS, 
is expected to receive parliamentary approval 
in 2023.

Reforming and updating export controls

Importantly, the three countries will need to 
enhance defence industrial collaboration to 
facilitate the above efforts. Australia’s defence 
industrial base has historically depended on 
the United States for key technologies and 
enablers, and AUKUS will be no different. Minis-
ter for Defence Industry Pat Conroy promised to 
engage Australian industry partners on AUKUS in 
early 2023. At the core of this will be improving 
the US National Technology and Industrial Base, 
which is designed to foster a defence free-trade 
area among some US alliance partners, as well as 
leverage the Australia-US Defence Trade Coop-
eration Treaty.

In a July 2022 speech, Deputy Prime Minister 
Marles emphasised his priority was to “stream-
line processes and overcome barriers” in indus-
trial collaboration. To do so, the Australian 
Government will have to learn to better navigate 
the complex US defence export control regime, 
especially the US State Department’s Interna-
tional Traffic in Arms Regulations with its onerous 
restrictions on security classification and tech-
nology transfers. This will demand close coor-
dination with the US Congress and US agencies, 
such as the US Department of Energy’s National 
Nuclear Security Administration on the subma-
rines and the Department of Commerce’s Bureau 
of Industry and Security on Export Administra-
tion Regulations for areas like quantum technol-
ogies.

Conclusion

Australia has embarked on an ambitious, long-
term project to secure itself in an increasingly 
uncertain security environment. If AUKUS were to 
fail, the impact on Australia’s capability and cred-
ibility would be vast. Regardless of any ongoing 
reservations about the nature and implications 
of AUKUS, one year in the three governments 
are firmly committed and need this arrangement 
to deliver.

Given their scale, both pillars of AUKUS require 
a whole-of-nation effort now and far into the 
future. Progress on the implementation of 
key AUKUS initiatives over the past 12 months 
gives new gravitas to this 
monumental security 
arrangement and has 
effectively laid the foun-
dations for the significant 
task ahead. The consul-
tation and scoping phase 
of AUKUS now moves 
into the implementation 
phase. How the Albanese 
government responds to 
the recommendations of the Nuclear-Powered 
Submarine Taskforce and the Defence Strategic 
Review in early 2023 will dictate the options for 
successive governments to come.

Ambiguities endure as to AUKUS’ scope, cost, 
timeline and meaning. The challenges and 
concerns identified in this explainer require hard 
work. But they must be overcome to advance 
Australia’s strategic interests. The race has now 
well and truly begun. AUKUS will be a marathon, 
not a sprint. Setting down some key markers and 
achieving tangible outcomes in 2023 will be crit-
ical. Otherwise, AUKUS could quickly fall off the 
pace.

HOW THE ALBANESE 
GOVERNMENT RESPONDS 
TO THE RECOMMENDATIONS 
OF THE NUCLEAR-POWERED 
SUBMARINE TASKFORCE 
AND THE DEFENCE 
STRATEGIC REVIEW IN EARLY 
2023 WILL DICTATE THE 
OPTIONS FOR SUCCESSIVE 
GOVERNMENTS TO COME.
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The AUKUS submarines must take 
aim at a distant moving target

The Australian Financial Review 
14 September 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

Much of the commentary about the AUKUS 
(Australia, United Kingdom, United States) part-
nership since it was announced a year ago on 
Thursday has focused on when and if Australia 
will see nuclear-powered submarines in service.

Given the distant timeline, many strategists have 
instead turned their focus to AUKUS’s second 
pillar on advanced defence capabilities which 
will be the main deliverables for this decade. 
With projects on autonomous systems and 
hypersonic missiles among others, this trilateral 
collaboration will be consequential for tomor-
row’s battlefield.

Notwithstanding pillar two, AUKUS will ultimately 
be judged by whether the submarine endeav-
our succeeds or fails. The sharing of nuclear 
propulsion technology is what sets the trilateral 
partnership apart from Australia’s already robust 
defence industrial and technological cooperation 
with the United States and the United Kingdom 
as well as US partnerships with other allies. It is 
this capability that has sparked intense regional 
interest, misunderstanding and no shortage of 
misinformation.

Defence Minister Richard Marles wants to 
bring the arrival date for the first submarine as 
far forward as possible. Equal attention should, 
however, also be given to when all eight subma-
rines will be in service. Estimates vary widely 
depending on what kind of build configura-
tion is ultimately chosen, but sometime in the 
mid-2050s is likely for the last submarine to be 
in the water. This is the full operational capability 
date that matters.

That is a long way into the future to base defence 
planning: a completely different world in many 
respects. To put this in context, the time before 
the last submarine is commissioned will be simi-
lar to the time just elapsed between the present 
and the Hawke government’s influential Defence 
White Paper of 1987.

Paul Dibb’s 1986 Review of Australia’s Defence 
Capabilities, which was the foundation for the 
following year’s White Paper, concluded by 
trying to look just 15 years into the future to the 
turn of the 21st century. He concluded “The mili-
tary power and intentions of large Asian coun-
tries are imponderable over such a long times-
cale. No useful purpose, in defence planning 
terms, is served by speculating on these matters.”

In 1987, the United States was the region’s undis-
puted hegemon and no great power rival was 
on the horizon. The Soviet Union would collapse 
shortly afterwards. China was still emerging from 
years of instability. India’s economy was on par 
with Australia’s. Thirty-five years later, the strate-
gic environment is radically different.

It is only prudent to expect that there will be 
yet more surprises in store between now and 
the 2050s. The security challenges posed by 
an increasingly hostile China may underpin the 
logic behind Australia’s turn to nuclear-powered 
submarines, but the actual environment in which 
these vessels will operate is harder to guess, and 
indeed imponderable in many respects.

A few things can nonetheless be predicted with 
some measure of confidence. For one, Australia 
will be a very different country by the 2050s. We 
will be a bigger country, with 30 to 40 million 
people, and a more culturally and demographi-
cally diverse country.

In the words of the late Australian scholar Coral 
Bell, Australia will also be “living with giants”. This 
will be a region where Indonesia is economically 
larger than Japan and countries like Vietnam will 



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE  |  FOREIGN POLICY AND DEFENCE PROGRAM 15

have far greater strategic heft than they do today. 
Great power rivalries will be more complex in this 
multipolar regional order.

Technological progress will also have acceler-
ated. There will be humans on the Moon and 
probably Mars, and they won’t just be Ameri-
can, marking the start of interplanetary strate-
gic competition. Many Cold War-era “legacy” 
systems like surface ships, combat aircraft, and 
armoured vehicles will have either been made 
redundant or reimagined to work alongside arti-
ficial intelligence and unmanned systems.

This is the world in which the AUKUS partnership 
must be able to deliver nuclear-powered subma-
rines that advance Defence’s strategic objectives, 
which may very well evolve and look different 
today.

As Australia’s new Chief of Navy, Mark 
Hammond, has noted, submarines have demon-
strated remarkable longevity throughout the 
technological revolution in military affairs. Under-

sea warfare remains a critical strength for the 
United States and its allies, both in the Indo-Pa-
cific and globally.

But the region’s current pace of naval shipbuild-
ing and capability modernisation means that 
Australia’s eight submarines will have their work 
cut out in the contested, and congested, Indo-Pa-
cific maritime theatre of the 2050s.

In the next 12 months, the Australian Govern-
ment’s diplomatic stakes in the AUKUS partner-
ship will soon require a major commitment of 
dollars to make it count. It will be a staggering 
amount given the unprecedented and national 
scale of this endeavour.

Any major defence procurement is a demand-
ing task akin to hitting a distant moving target in 
a hazy sunset. But to paraphrase the 1986 Dibb 
Review, the threatening trends are now evident, 
military capacities are being built, and political 
tensions are rising. Australia needs to hit the bull-
seye.

Astute Class Submarine (MOD UK)
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Tom Corben

What to make of AUKUS after 365

Lecture delivered for The Royal United 
Services Institute of New South Wales, 
“AUKUS: A Year On” Seminar at the ANZAC 
Memorial Auditorium, Sydney NSW 
23 November 2022 
Tom Corben, United States Studies Centre

Your excellencies, distinguished guests, ladies 
and gentlemen. Thank you very much for the 
opportunity to speak to you today on this impor-
tant topic. I don’t think I need to spend much time 
upfront providing an overview of what has and 
hasn’t happened through AUKUS over the last 
year: the distinguished speakers before me did 
a fine job of doing so, and I will touch on some 
key developments in the course of my remarks. 
I don’t want to simply admire or analyse the 
promise and/or the problem of AUKUS in greater 
detail, but it seems to me that one year on, we 
have more questions than answers – or, perhaps, 
more challenges than closures. This applies both 
to the new challenges to and opportunities for 

alliance cooperation that AUKUS presents, but 
also to the spectre of past efforts to bypass or 
disassemble long-standing obstacles to defence 
industrial-technology cooperation, let alone inte-
gration, within the Australia-US alliance.

Based on my reading of AUKUS-related develop-
ments this year and a series of conversations I’ve 
been fortunate to have with officials and experts 
far more knowledgeable about these issues than 
I am, there are five points that I think are worth 
raising about the present and future of AUKUS 
one year after its inception.

1. AUKUS is a useful signal, but it’s not yet a 
game-changer.

It might be controversial to say so, but for all the 
positive steps that Australia, the UK, and the US 
have taken so far, AUKUS is not a game-changer. 
In fact, it “is” very little right now, at least if we talk 
in terms of tangibles that most of us are allowed 
to see. I don’t say this lightly or as a pot-shot at 
what are, in reality, quite difficult conversations 
that need to be had and complex processes that 
need to be navigated. Nor is this to ignore the 
progress that has been made on the subma-
rine front – especially the signing of an informa-
tion-sharing agreement on nuclear propulsion 
technologies. 

AUKUS as empowerment

In fact, such developments tell a very positive 
story about the direction of America’s overall 
approach to upgrading its key regional alliances. 
As I have argued in several pieces now with my 
United States Studies Centre colleagues, the 
combination of information-sharing and capa-
bility-building that AUKUS is intended to deliver 
is perhaps among the best examples of the Biden 
administration’s willingness to empower Amer-
ica’s close allies and partners to meet their own 
security needs and, simultaneously, to be better 
defence partners for the United States. 
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This empowerment has two distinct “types of 
kind” or pathways, something that my colleague 
Dr Peter Lee and I referred to as a two-step 
approach to alliance modernisation in the 
Indo-Pacific. The first kind involves “stepping 
out” of the way of allies helping themselves. 
This has involved removing often outdated Cold 
War-era regulations or restrictions designed 
to influence, or outright block, how allies and 
partners develop, procure, and/or use certain 
kinds of military capabilities. In other words, the 
Biden administration is taking a more ‘hands-off’ 
approach to allied and partner force structure 
decision-making. The best example of this in the 
Indo-Pacific is the decision to remove the last 
vestiges of the 1979 US-Korea Ballistic Missile 
Guidelines

The second – and, in my view, much more diffi-
cult – type of empowerment involves “stepping 
in” to help allies and partners access advanced 
defence technologies and platforms and to 
streamline cooperation on future capabilities, 
usually through existing mechanisms or frame-
works designed for this purpose. “Empower-
ment type two” is the most relevant for Australia. 
Indeed, AUKUS is the best example we have of 
this approach to date. As we know, aside from 
supporting Australian submarine procurement, 
AUKUS is also intended to foster trilateral coop-
eration on a wider range of defence science and 
technology, industrial, and capability develop-
ment projects. This was, of course, possible 
before AUKUS came into being, but the signals 
we can see here and elsewhere in the region (for 
example, with the likes of Japan) suggest that the 
US is at least cognisant that it cannot retain its 
military technological edge on its own.

In that sense, AUKUS dovetails with efforts to 
expand bilateral and trilateral alliance coop-
eration through the US National Technology 
and Industrial Base (NTIB). Well, dovetails? Or 
subsumes? Because as one of its chief archi-

tects remarked to me recently, the NTIB has failed 
to deliver on its promise of greater integration 
and access for top-tier allies to critical US indus-
trial-technological inputs and outputs. AUKUS 
hasn’t changed that simply by coming into being.

Intention versus delivery

This word “promise” brings me back to my point 
about the semantics of what AUKUS “is” versus 
what it ought to be, or what any of the parties 
involved believe it is intended to achieve. I say 
that AUKUS “is” not much of anything other 
than good intentions at this point, because 
much of the commentary I have observed 
over the last year has 
chosen – consciously 
or unconsciously – 
to frame AUKUS “as” 
something which it has 
not yet proven to be. 
‘Game-changers’, in my 
opinion, can only be 
called as much once 
they have meaning-
fully changed the game. 
Saying that AUKUS “is” 
a technological acceler-
ator, an industrial inte-
grator, a commercial 
agreement, a vessel for delivering advanced 
US capabilities to Australia at higher speed, or 
anything to that effect will only be true after it 
is self-evident. This may seem like semantic 
nit-picking, but I make this point only to stress 
that AUKUS still has a long way to go to reach its 
potential in any of the ways that those here today, 
and informed observers more generally, speak 
and think about its future. We cannot afford to 
be complacent, nor to underestimate the barri-
ers that remain to its eventual success – though 
“success” is another term that we ought to inter-
rogate further.

THE COMBINATION OF 
INFORMATION-SHARING 
AND CAPABILITY-BUILDING 
THAT AUKUS IS INTENDED TO 
DELIVER IS PERHAPS AMONG 
THE BEST EXAMPLES OF THE 
BIDEN ADMINISTRATION’S 
WILLINGNESS TO EMPOWER 
AMERICA’S CLOSE 
ALLIES AND PARTNERS 
TO MEET THEIR OWN 
SECURITY NEEDS AND, 
SIMULTANEOUSLY, TO BE 
BETTER DEFENCE PARTNERS 
FOR THE UNITED STATES. 
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2. It seems to me that initial advances through 
AUKUS show that the United States really 
does trust Australia with its most protected 
secrets. The implication is that when the 
‘trust issue’ next surfaces in the context of 
Alliance technology sharing initiatives, it 
should be treated as the red herring that 
it is. 

Contradiction of Five Eyes vs technology sharing

In years gone by, US officials have frequently 
baulked at the idea of sharing their country’s 
most sensitive military-technological secrets with 
even the closest of allies like Australia, worry-
ing about insufficiencies or inadequacies for the 
protection of advanced defence technological IP, 
among other concerns. Part of this stems from 
what my former colleague Ashley Townshend 
has called a ‘superpower mindset’ or culture. 
This, somewhat understandably, has compelled 
the United States to protect these secrets not 
only for the sake of its own military-technology 
edge over would-be adversaries, but also for the 
Cold War era purposes of conflict mitigation and 
minimisation – including by restring allies’ access 
to said technologies in the interests of regional 
stability. 

At the same time, the US has long shared sensi-
tive intelligence with Australia through the Five 
Eyes arrangement. And we’re now one of only 
two countries to share in the secrets of US-or-
igin nuclear propulsion technology, something 
which those involved with the execution of 
AUKUS have been at pains to stress is a major 
coup for Australia. On top of that, we operate and 
look after many other advanced US-origin mili-
tary systems – F-35A Joint Strike Fighters, P-8A 
Poseidons, MQ-4C Tritons, and more – in a part 
of the world where the risks of miscalculation 
and, potentially, armed confrontation have grown 
significantly, with the implication that defence 
industrial-technological secrets could be lost in 
the event of a mishap in international or foreign 

waters. To illustrate, need I remind those here of 
the incident in 2016 when a US Navy Unmanned 
Underwater Vehicle was seized by China in the 
South China Sea and returned only days later 
once it had been disassembled and, presumably, 
reverse-engineered.

I think there’s quiet recognition amongst key 
thinkers in the US that, in the current strategic 
environment, this trust contradiction is no longer 
sustainable. Indeed, it’s not all that uncommon 
to hear officials stress that whatever it is that 
Australia asks for from the United States, we have 
almost inevitably received, and this is true.

On the other hand, and not to be petty, this 
trust contradiction is to say nothing of the leak-
iness of the United States’ own defence indus-
trial complex today when it comes to industrial 
espionage and regulation. Take a report from the 
Washington Post in mid-October, which noted 
that a wide range of PLA military research organ-
isations – many on the US Entity list – had been 
acquiring troves of advanced US software prod-
ucts with dual-use applications to fill critical gaps 
in the PLA’s own weapons programs: more than 
300 sales of things like aeronautical engineering 
software from around 50 companies since 2019.

These software products were produced by US 
companies whose research had been funded by 
millions if not billions of Pentagon dollars. The 
Export Control Reform Act of 2018 and account-
ing obligations for US firms notwithstanding, 
contract solicitation and award documents show 
that these technologies made their way into the 
hands of the Chinese Academy of Aerospace 
Aerodynamics (CAAA) through resales and front 
company activity. CAAA was instrumental in the 
design of China’s 2021 hypersonic missile test, 
the one framed by the Chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley as a “‘Sput-
nik’ moment.”

The point here is not to point fingers, but rather to 
say that if there is any ‘smartening up’ to be done 
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regarding the protection of industrial intelligence 
and technological secrets, it is by all sides, not 
just the junior alliance partner. In other words, it 
should not be incumbent on Australia, time and 
again, to have to stress our trustworthiness to 
the United States. This should be about all sides 
working together to identify a select range of 
technologies and their critical inputs that require 
extra protection, to work together to ensure that 
the protections for these technologies are appro-
priately robust, but also to ensure that our efforts 
to protect these inputs do not compromise our 
efforts to foster more seamless cooperation 
amongst a trusted community. We need protec-
tions on all sides of the ponds (the Atlantic and 
Pacific alike) to share and protect technologies 
in the way that some of us hope that AUKUS will 
enable us to.

3. I believe that Pillar 1/the submarines will 
almost certainly work out, in the sense that 
we will, eventually, get our full comple-
ment. But there’s no guarantee that they 
will be the dominant military platform in the 
oceans of the Indo-Pacific by the time we 
have the full complement online. 

Hence, with its emphasis on delivering 
both near-term capabilities and building 
advantages in technology that will define 
the battlespace in the years ahead, Pillar 
Two – whichever way you look at it – is the 
most critical of the two.

As I mentioned earlier, it is no small thing for the 
United States to have given Australia access to the 
crown jewels of its defence technological treas-
ure trove, and at such speed from announcement 
to signature. Indeed, it’s the fact that Washington 
has done this before that gives me enough confi-
dence that, in some way, shape or form, Austral-
ia’s fleet of SSNs will eventually come into the 
service of the RAN. What is less clear is what kind 
of operational, let alone strategic, environment 
these boats will take to the water in. 

My colleague Dr Lee laid this out rather strik-
ingly in a recent op-ed for the Australian Financial 
Review. He wrote that for better or worse, “AUKUS 
will ultimately be judged by whether the subma-
rine endeavour succeeds or fails,” but that 2050 
“is a long way into the future to base defence 
planning: a completely 
different world in many 
respects.” To really give a 
sense of the timelines that 
we’re talking about here, 
Dr Lee wrote that “the time 
before the last Australian 
SSN is commissioned will 
be similar to the time just 
elapsed between the pres-
ent and the Hawke govern-
ment’s Defence White Paper of 1987.” That was 
a time when the US was undisputedly the domi-
nant military power in Asia, when China was in 
the midst of its emergence after years of inter-
nal strife, and India’s economy was on par with 
Australia’s. In short, “Thirty-five years later, the 
strategic environment is radically different.”

This is to say that, by 2050, what might well be 
“legacy” systems like surface ships, combat 
aircraft, and armoured vehicles “will have either 
been made redundant or reimagined to work 
alongside artificial intelligence and unmanned 
systems.” “This is the world in which the AUKUS 
partnership must be able to deliver nuclear-pow-
ered submarines that advance Defence’s strate-
gic objectives,” which themselves may evolve 
over time.

Pillar II developments will Impact Pillar I

Needless to say, the pace of change in the 
anti-submarine warfare enterprise will be of 
particular interest, especially given the prolifer-
ation of unmanned systems above and below 
the water’s surface, and in the skies above. One 
only need look to the XLAUVs being produced 
by Anduril, or recent efforts to modify small and 

THE PACE OF CHANGE IN 
THE ANTI-SUBMARINE 
WARFARE ENTERPRISE 
WILL BE OF PARTICULAR 
INTEREST, ESPECIALLY 
GIVEN THE PROLIFERATION 
OF UNMANNED SYSTEMS 
ABOVE AND BELOW THE 
WATER’S SURFACE, AND 
IN THE SKIES ABOVE.
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medium-sized UAVs for sonobuoy deployments. 
Developments in artificial intelligence and quan-
tum computing could also offer practitioners far 
more sophisticated tools for locating and target-
ing submarines and other sub-surface vessels 
with greater precision than is currently possible.

The point here is not to suggest that submarines 
won’t be useful military platforms: much like the 
future strategic environment, it is hard to predict 
exactly how emerging technologies will develop, 
or whether they will deliver in the ways that we 
often speak of them doing – it is unhelpfully easy 
to say that emerging technologies will fundamen-
tally change how we do things. 

Rather, it is more to say that we cannot know 
for certain that the dominance that is frequently 
attributed to these vessels today will hold true 
between now and 2050, and that we can’t rely on 
the delivery of AUKUS Pillar I alone to constitute 
success. That, of course, means putting greater 
stock into AUKUS Pillar II to deliver what Australia 
needs not just before 2027, but out to 2050. And 
in that sense, it’s no coincidence that AI, quan-
tum, and unmanned systems all appear on the 
advanced capabilities list.

4. We’re already encountering the same legal, 
policy, and regulatory hurdles to defence 
technology and industrial collaboration 
that we’ve dealt with for the last several 
decades. 

In other words, we don’t yet have the opti-
mal architecture to facilitate cooperation 
at the speed of relevance. Without this, 
there’s a risk that AUKUS might ‘acceler-
ate’, but it won’t necessarily diversify or 
multiply in the way that we hope. 

The ITAR problem

Here, of course, I am mostly talking about the 
International Trafficking in Arms Regulations (or 
ITAR) which govern exports of defence equip-
ment and technologies, but also Export Admin-
istration Regulations (EAR) which cover potential 
or verified dual-use equivalents. Colleagues at 
the USSC have published quite extensively on this 
and related issues, and I would encourage you 
to engage with those publications if you haven’t 
already. But to briefly sum up for purposes here, 
the ITAR problem is two-fold, perhaps three-fold, 
for Australia:

1. ITAR does not discriminate between allies and 
other generic recipients of US military sales 
(meaning that Australia is treated equally to a 
country like Latvia);

2. ITAR is “extraterritorial” in its application, 
“meaning that if knowledge or a product is 
labelled under ITAR at the R&D stage (through 
the involvement of a US person or entity 
anywhere in the world) it is controlled under 
US defence export controls through its entire 
product life-cycle, permanently.”

3. The Taint is not limited to defence tech-
nologies: It is “further fragmented by dual-
use items, which are administrated by the 
US Department of Commerce through the 
EA) and include technologies as diverse as 

The AUKUS trilateral security partnership was announced in September 
2021 (Getty)



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE  |  FOREIGN POLICY AND DEFENCE PROGRAM 21

propulsion systems to microorganisms.” 
According to experts like Dr William Green-
walt, former US deputy undersecretary of 
defense for industrial policy, this means that 
dual-use (and unclassified) technologies are 
generally more at risk of ITAR taint than those 
that are classified.

To illustrate: the way ITAR rules and regulations 
currently work, it would only take a United States 
engineer deciding that they wanted red, rather 
than blue, hubcaps on their Australian-made 
teaming UAV – for example – for this to become 
“ITAR incumbent” and therefore subject to often 
arduous and repetitive application processes. 

The limits of political buy-in

It’s not that relevant parts in the US system 
don’t recognise the problem. As Secretary 
Lloyd Austin’s foreword in the recently released 
National Defense Strategy stated, “business as 
usual at the Department [of Defense] is no longer 
acceptable.” 

At the time of its announcement, my colleagues 
and believed when we wrote that Biden’s 
embrace of AUKUS on primetime television 
signalled “presidential support for empowering 
close allies through defence industry coopera-
tion”– including the necessary attendant reforms 
that needed to be made. And the solicitation of 
input from Australia on the nature and location 
of the problems within the US system, and what 
to do about them, has been a welcome sight. 
But the reality is that one year into AUKUS, even 
with executive-level buy-in to the concept from 
day one, Australia finds itself bumping up the 
same roadblocks that we know and (do not) love. 
Unfortunately, it seems as though this signal was 
not enough to galvanise the system into action – 
namely the State Department, where I and other 
experts tend to agree that most of the regulatory, 
political, and cultural barriers to export control 
reform reside.

In short, an unreformed US defence export 
control regime is one of the biggest barriers to 
alliance integration, whether through the NTIB 
or AUKUS. Indeed, the barriers remain much the 
same as those identified by my former colleague 
Brendan Thomas-Noone when he wrote of the 
NTIB in 2019: “bureaucratic fragmentation, failure 
to treat trusted allies differently from other part-
ners and leaders’ reluctance to attempt politically 
costly reform.” These barriers all remain today. 
And as Dr Greenwalt – who was also a chief 
architect of the NTIB reform that saw Australia 
added to the US DIB – noted more recently: 
“AUKUS as a concept may be 
dead in the water until ITAR is 
addressed and reformed.” 

So, what to do for AUKUS?

It really depends on the nature 
of the reforms within the US 
system that Australia seeks to 
achieve, on what timeline, and 
at what depth. If this is simply about accelerat-
ing and streamlining processes through which 
Australia acquires advanced military capabilities 
from the United States; perhaps expanding that 
enterprise to encompass maintaining, sustain-
ing, and perhaps even manufacturing specific 
components of capabilities – or niche capabili-
ties themselves – in this country; and if we accept 
the same level of ITAR taint but in exchange for 
a process that works faster… then I have greater 
confidence that we can work most of this out with 
Washington in a reasonably short timeframe.

If this is the ask – light touches to the system to 
give Australia greater preferential treatment with-
out a major restructure – then I’m fairly certain 
the submarines will work out. The US knows what 
it is giving away, and it has some idea of what it 
means to let a close ally “into the tent” or to “peak 
under the hood”. Accelerating delivery through 
what I might refer to as positive discrimination 

AN UNREFORMED US 
DEFENCE EXPORT 
CONTROL REGIME IS 
ONE OF THE BIGGEST 
BARRIERS TO ALLIANCE 
INTEGRATION, 
WHETHER THROUGH 
THE NTIB OR AUKUS. 
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and some deeper level of industrial integra-
tion through supply chain distribution is argua-
bly easier for the United States to countenance, 
perhaps because there is scope for it to remain 
the undisputed senior partner in control of the 
IP and its use. 

However, if Australia’s goal is to secure reforms to 
allow the US and Australia – and the UK, for that 
matter – to pool their engineering and science 
and technology resources to develop the next 
generation of defence capabilities together from 
step one, or from having what my colleague 

and good friend Ashley 
Townshend has referred 
to as the ‘shared Google 
Doc’ model for collabo-
ration… then this is a far 
bigger ask that will prob-
ably require more wide-
spread reform. 

This is, to me, quite 
clearly the biggest hurdle 
when it comes to realis-
ing AUKUS Pillar II in the 
way that I think most in 
Australia think of it. Fail-
ing this more widespread 

reform, I fear that while AUKUS might end up 
accelerating some capabilities for Australia, our 
ability to innovate collectively will remain highly 
constrained, and we will be unable to do so at the 
speed of relevance, without navigating reams of 
regulations, or without allowing non-US compa-
nies to retain their valuable intellectual property. 

In either case, the key variable is speed. Whether 
it’s acquiring known capabilities from the US or 
designing new ones from scratch, we need to 
move faster.

I can’t claim to have all the right answers, though 
I’ve heard plenty of suggestions about the best 
approach to forcing change. I’m also pleased to 
say that Dr Greenwalt is writing a report for the 

USSC on exactly this topic, which should come 
out early next year. Until then, I’d be happy to 
offer some placeholder suggestions in the panel 
discussion ahead.

4. The ITAR problem also means that Australia 
needs to do some serious thinking about 
what sovereignty actually looks like 
through AUKUS, and through the upgraded 
US alliance more broadly, when it comes 
to defence industry and technology coop-
eration.

Because how Australia defines ‘sover-
eignty’ will determine whether we seek to 
use AUKUS as a battering ram or a surgical 
scalpel when it comes to Alliance manage-
ment, particularly the export control reform 
issue, on-shoring production for priority 
capabilities, and protecting Australian 
intellectual property.

Sovereignty is not a conceptual blanket for 
Australia to throw over AUKUS writ large. It is not a 
black-and-white proposition of having or having 
not. AUKUS notwithstanding, Australia remains in 
a situation where the best we can hope for is what 
I refer to as “bounded” or “selective” sovereignty. 
Australia will never be able to do everything on 
its own when it comes to developing, producing, 
and maintaining most of its high-end defence 
capabilities. It, therefore, falls to questions of the 
degree of integration with the United States that 
we seek and, by extension, the degree of sover-
eignty that we are willing to give up as much as 
that which we seek to secure. It logically flows 
that it’s incumbent on us to know which parts 
of the various defence supply chains or innova-
tion networks in which Australia has substantial 
equities that are worthy of investment – finan-
cially and politically – to make them a reality in 
this country.

The previous and current governments in 
Australia already know this. Take Defence Minis-
ter Richard Marles’ comments during his visit 

THE ALLIANCE’S DEFENCE 
INDUSTRIAL AND 
TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATION 
INITIATIVES ARE CLOSELY 
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FORCE POSTURE INITIATIVES 
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LAST YEAR, PARTICULARLY 
THE COMBINED LOGISTICS, 
SUSTAINMENT, AND 
MAINTENANCE ENTERPRISE 
TO SUPPORT HIGH END 
WARFIGHTING AND 
COMBINED MILITARY 
OPERATIONS IN THE REGION.
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to the United States earlier this year, where he 
stressed on multiple occasions that Australia’s 
intention is to supplement the US defence indus-
trial base and its critical supply chains, and not 
to replace or compete with them. As I wrote at 
the time, the government isn’t looking to rein-
vent the wheel when it comes to the US–Australia 
defence integration program. Rather, its message 
has been that the wheel needs to spin faster and 
that this isn’t just about maximising benefits for 
Australia. In that sense, the alliance’s defence 
industrial and technology integration initiatives 
are closely tied to the expanded force posture 
initiatives announced at AUSMIN last year, 
particularly the combined logistics, sustainment, 
and maintenance enterprise to support high end 
warfighting and combined military operations in 
the region.

This too is intended to better integrate Australian 
and US defence forces, but also raises questions 
and concerns around Australian sovereignty, 
especially for the layman, because the sight of 
US bombers or marines operating from Austral-
ian shores is far more tangible for most Austral-
ians than obscure debates about supply chains 
and technological intellectual property. But in 
both cases, knowing exactly what degree of 
sovereignty Australia seeks over different capa-
bilities or inputs into a shared defence industrial 
ecosystem will be crucial if we are to maximise 
our efficiencies and ask for the right things, at 
the right time, and for the right return, from the 
United States

Even if we have an overarching concept like 
“bounded sovereignty” in mind, it’s likely that the 
sovereignty equation will vary from capability to 
capability. Take the submarines: does sovereignty 
look like building these boats here in their entirety 
minus the reactors? Does it look like maintaining 
these vessels exclusively in Australia after they 
are built? Does it look like manufacturing and 
supplying all the armaments or supporting capa-
bilities (including the XLAUVs) by ourselves with-

out US help? Can ITAR be streamlined enough to 
make any of this tenable? 

What about advanced capabilities? Does sover-
eignty mean the head-to-toe development of 
hypersonic or counter-hypersonic capabilities 
here in Australia? What about things like Loyal 
Wingman? What about intangibles like AI and 
software applications, quantum capabilities, etc.?

These are not easy questions, though they are 
questions that the US Studies Centre will be seek-
ing to address next year in a new program of 
work – so this isn’t a complete cop-out on my 
part. And with that final plug, I will say thank you 
for your attention, and I look forward to the panel 
discussion.

USS Key West on deployment in the Western Pacific  
(Department of Defence)
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Renewing the social license 
for US forces in Australia

USSC Polling Analysis 
24 November 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

This month marks 11 years since Australian Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard and US President Barack 
Obama announced the ‘United States Force 
Posture Initiatives (USFPI)’. The rapid pace of 
China’s military modernisation and long-range 
strike capabilities, as well as a lack of firm mili-
tary access points throughout the Indo-Pacific 
outside of Japan and South Korea, has seen 
renewed US interest in Australia’s Top End. 
The late scholar Desmond Ball once described 
Australia as a “suitable piece of real estate” for US 
global strategy, but how politically sustainable is 
the US military presence in Australia? As Australia 
deepens its alliance with the United States in 
unprecedented ways, it is worth asking what the 
Australian public will, and will not, support.

The USFPI are an enhancement of Australia’s 
alliance with the United States that encompass a 
range of bilateral defence cooperation activities 
but are best known to the public through the US 
Marines in Darwin. The first of the Initiatives sees 
up to 2,500 US Marines visit the Northern Terri-
tory each year during the Top End’s dry season 
from March to October as part of Marine Rota-
tional Force-Darwin (MRF-D). During their stay, 
MRF-D trains with Australian troops to respond 
to humanitarian crises and natural disasters and 
also conducts military exercises with our regional 
partners.

The second of the Initiatives involves the rota-
tional deployment of US military aircraft under 
the Enhanced Air Cooperation (EAC). This was 
most recently highlighted by the media interest in 
defence infrastructure upgrades across Northern 
Australia to host a range of US aircraft, including 
eventually B-52 bombers. Other projects include 
strengthening airfields, accommodation facilities 
for US troops, new combat training grounds, jet 
fuel storage facilities, and ammunition bunkers.

Exercise Crocodile Response at Point Fawcett in the Northern Territory, May 2021 (US Marine Corps)
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The USFPI has largely been a boon for Austral-
ia’s Top End communities, who have benefited 
from government infrastructure investment and 
employment opportunities servicing the visit-
ing forces. For example, the 2022 Lowy Institute 
poll found that an overwhelming 90 per cent 
of Northern Territorians were either “strongly” 
or “somewhat in favour” of allowing the United 
States to base military forces in Australia, up from 
76 per cent in 2011. At the same time, the percent-
age of Northern Territorians “strongly in favour” 
of hosting US military forces has steadily fallen 
since 2011, from 60 per cent to only 26 per cent in 
2022, with most people instead shifting to “some-
what in favour”.

Australian public support for 
the US military presence

With Australia-US military cooperation set to 
significantly expand in the coming years under 
the USFPI as well as partnerships like the Quad 
and AUKUS, what is the public appetite for hosting 
a larger US military presence on Australian soil? 
As part of the October 2022 United States Studies 
Centre survey of the Australian, American and 
Japanese publics on a range of political, security, 
and economic issues ahead of the US midterm 
elections, Australian respondents were asked the 
following question: “Currently, Australia gives the 
United States access to Australian defence facil-
ities, such as the rotation of 2,500 US Marines in 
Darwin. Should Australia…” remove all US mili-
tary, decrease, keep the same, or increase?

The results indicate that the plurality of Australian 
respondents are in fact inclined toward main-
taining the status quo of 2,500 US troops. While 
Labor (48 per cent) and Coalition (44 per cent) 
voters both support the status quo in similar 
numbers, there is a significant difference when it 
comes to the matter of a troop increase, with only 
18 per cent of Labor voters in support compared 
to 40 per cent of Coalition voters. Notably, 21 per 
cent of Labor voters and nine per cent of Coali-

tion voters wanted US troops to either decrease 
or be removed altogether.

This is an important distinction. The rest of the 
survey shows strong public support for the 
United States and partnerships like AUKUS, as 
well as a clear recognition of the intensifying stra-
tegic challenges presented by China. At the same 
time, less than a third of the Australian public 
support increasing the current US military pres-
ence in Australia.

The social license for a sustainable  
presence

As Deputy Prime Minister Marles declared earlier 
this month, “Gone are the days of simply paying 
the entry price to obtain our security guarantee 
from our security guarantor.” The next decade 
of the USFPI will likely see further expansion in 
activities and cooperation 
between the United States 
and Australia. There will be 
more US military personnel 
in our cities and regions on 
visits, training and exercises. 
The American and British 
accents of technicians work-
ing on the AUKUS subma-
rines and military capabilities 
will likely soon be heard in 
pubs from Port Adelaide to 
Fremantle. Australians should 
expect US fighter aircraft, bombers, warships, 
submarines and aircraft carriers to make regular 
appearances at our airfields and ports, and not 
just in the dry season.

The USFPI are unlikely to ever lead to the kind of 
US military footprint found in places like South 
Korea or Japan, which host 28,500 and 56,000 
US troops, respectively. Australian governments 
have maintained a “long-standing policy that 
there are no foreign military bases on Australian 
soil”, as affirmed by the Joint Standing Commit-

WITH AUSTRALIA-US 
MILITARY COOPERATION 
SET TO SIGNIFICANTLY 
EXPAND IN THE COMING 
YEARS UNDER THE 
US FORCE POSTURE 
INITIATIVES AS WELL AS 
PARTNERSHIPS LIKE THE 
QUAD AND AUKUS, WHAT 
IS THE PUBLIC APPETITE 
FOR HOSTING A LARGER 
US MILITARY PRESENCE 
ON AUSTRALIAN SOIL?
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tee on Treaties’ review of the 2014 Force Posture 
Agreement that gave legal authority to the USFPI.

What the Centre’s recent survey shows, however, 
is that once we look beyond the headline figure 
of public sentiment, there are important caveats 
and conditions that the Australian public implic-
itly holds. While these results suggest that there 
is a tentative ceiling to the US troop numbers 
the public currently support, more research is 
needed to identify how support might change 
under different threat scenarios in the coming 
years. More work also needs to be done to 
understand what types of US military capabilities 
the Australian public supports rotating through 
the country and which it opposes.

When the USFPI was first announced in Novem-
ber 2011, Prime Minister Gillard and Pres-
ident Obama stated it was to pursue a “more 
geographically distributed, operationally resilient 
and politically sustainable military presence in 
this region.” The political sustainability of the US 
military presence depends on Australian public 
support. As US President Abraham Lincoln once 
proclaimed, “public sentiment is everything. 
With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without 
it nothing can succeed.” The Australian people 
rightly expect that as the Australian Government 
updates the USPFI and expands its alliance with 
the United States, it will constantly renew the 
social license that makes alliance cooperation 
possible.

Australian support for US troops in their nations

Australians were asked, “Currently, Australia gives the United States access to Australian defence facilities,  
such as the rotation of 2,500 US Marines in Darwin. Should Australia...”

Response:         Remove all US military        Decrease         Keep about the same         Increase        Don’t know
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AUSMIN 2022

USSC Explainer 
2 December 2022 
Tom Corben, Alice Nason and Sophie Mayo,  
United States Studies Centre

Australia’s most senior diplomats will soon meet 
with their US counterparts in Washington DC for 
the annual Australia-US Ministerial Consultations 
(AUSMIN). AUSMIN is an opportunity to revisit 
progress made over the past year and sharpen 
alliance cooperation across priority areas. At the 
Albanese government’s first AUSMIN, Australia 
will be looking to take advantage of its close align-
ment with the Biden administration on issues like 
climate and regional engagement, and further its 
efforts to shift alliance defence cooperation from 
a focus on interoperability to integration.

What is AUSMIN?

Existing in its current form since 1985, AUSMIN 
is Australia’s premier bilateral diplomatic forum. 
It offers Australian Foreign and Defence Minis-
ters and US Secretaries of State and Defense 
the chance to make progress on critical alliance 
issues. Other senior officials also attend; this year, 
it is expected that a large cohort of Australian 
Defence and Energy Department officials will 
attend AUSMIN to discuss AUKUS submarine 
efforts.

The host of AUSMIN typically alternates year 
to year. Unusually, consultations will be held in 
Washington DC for the third year in a row (follow-
ing two years of COVID disruptions). With this 
decision, Australia will likely enter its third year of 
not having received a visit from the US Secretary 
of Defense. In contrast, Australian senior officials 
are the United States’ most frequent visitors from 
the Indo-Pacific.

In recent years, the consultations have had a 
sharpened regional focus and ushered in increas-
ingly advanced defence cooperation, acceler-
ated by the deteriorating strategic environment 
and a more closely aligned outlook on China, 
evident in the joint statements in 2020 (by the 
Trump and Morrison governments) and 2021 (by 
the Biden and Morrison governments).

What can we expect from AUSMIN 2022?

There are high expectations about how and 
where AUKUS might fit into this year’s AUSMIN 
communiqué. Theoretically, AUSMIN provides 
an opportunity to review the work that officials 
from Australia, the United Kingdom and the 
United States have undertaken over the past year 
to identify the “optimal pathway” for Australia 
to acquire nuclear-pow-
ered submarines and to 
put down markers for 
AUKUS Pillar II projects 
on advanced capabili-
ties.

Broadening bilateral 
defence efforts

In reality, however, sensi-
tivities around present-
ing AUKUS as a bilateral, 
rather than trilateral, 
endeavour and a desire 
to distinguish between alliance initiatives and 
other lines of effort will limit the extent to which 
AUKUS features in the joint statement. Both sides 
will also be wary of pre-empting the findings of 
the ongoing pathway review. Where AUKUS is 
most likely to permeate the communiqué is on 
any comments related to the US Force Posture 
Initiatives (USFPI) in Australia – including the 2,500 
US marine rotation in Darwin and enhanced air 
cooperation. Originally announced in 2011, the 
scope and scale of these initiatives were greatly 

IN RECENT YEARS, THE 
CONSULTATIONS HAVE HAD 
A SHARPENED REGIONAL 
FOCUS AND USHERED IN 
INCREASINGLY ADVANCED 
DEFENCE COOPERATION, 
ACCELERATED BY THE 
DETERIORATING STRATEGIC 
ENVIRONMENT AND A MORE 
CLOSELY ALIGNED OUTLOOK 
ON CHINA, EVIDENT IN 
THE JOINT STATEMENTS 
IN 2020 AND 2021.
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THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 
ARE LIKELY TO RECEIVE 
UNPRECEDENTED 
ATTENTION GIVEN THE 
APRIL ANNOUNCEMENT 
OF THE SOLOMON 
ISLANDS’ SECURITY 
PARTNERSHIP WITH CHINA 
AND PRESIDENT BIDEN’S 
HOSTING OF THE US-PACIFIC 
ISLANDS SUMMIT IN 
LATE SEPTEMBER.

expanded at AUSMIN 2021. This included plans 
for upscaling cooperation across the air, maritime 
and land domains, as well as the establishment 
of a combined logistics, sustainment, and main-
tenance enterprise.

AUSMIN 2022 may preview potential next steps 
for USFPI on naval cooperation and posture. 
Naval force posture developments could 
include progress on AUKUS-adjacent efforts 
such as basing and/or sustainment and mainte-
nance facilities on Australia’s northern or eastern 
coastlines, which could service Australian and 
US submarines alike. However, most significant 

new announcements are 
likely to be withheld until 
Australia’s Defence Stra-
tegic Review is complete.

Tackling key 
domestic reforms

AUSMIN is also a chance 
for Australia to press 
Washington to accel-
erate US export control 
reforms. Progress here 
is crucial to unlocking 

planned defence industrial integration through 
AUKUS and the US National Technology and 
Industrial Base (NTIB). At AUSMIN 2021, the prin-
cipals committed to streamlining export controls 
and facilitating technology transfer, with a focus 
on an Australian Guided Weapons and Explo-
sive Ordinance (GWEO) enterprise and Australia’s 
inclusion in the NTIB. Since taking office, Defence 
Minister Richard Marles has repeatedly identified 
industrial collaboration as a key vector for the 
alliance’s wider integration agenda, emphasis-
ing that developing Australia’s industrial capacity 
to manufacture and sustain alliance capabilities 
onshore will pay dividends for the United States. 
In light of the synergy between industrial integra-

tion and the combined force posture initiatives, 
we can expect progress on export control reform, 
and the guided weapons piece in particular.

Aligning allies on regional engagement

A third area of potential focus would be align-
ing regional engagement strategies. AUSMIN 
meetings have recently focused on supporting 
Indo-Pacific partners’ pandemic response. The 
key challenge at this year’s meeting will be build-
ing a positive alliance agenda for cooperation in 
the Pacific Islands and Southeast Asia that satis-
fies partners’ needs and allies’ strategic prerog-
atives.

The Pacific Islands are likely to receive unprece-
dented attention given the April announcement 
of the Solomon Islands’ security partnership 
with China and President Biden’s hosting of 
the US-Pacific Islands Summit in late Septem-
ber. Australia may offer support for the Pacific 
Partnership Strategy or the Partners in the Blue 
Pacific Initiative. Following President Biden, 
Prime Minister Albanese and Japanese Prime 
Minister Kishida’s November 2022 announce-
ment of further telecommunications financing in 
the Pacific at the G20 summits, the alliance part-
ners will likely affirm commitments to regional 
infrastructure investments.

The launching of a US-ASEAN Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership just last month may encour-
age further joint alliance initiatives with South-
east Asian partners beyond simply “confirming 
support” for ASEAN centrality and other regional 
institutions. This could include focused collab-
oration on maritime capacity-building with 
regional partners like Indonesia, the Philippines, 
Singapore and Vietnam. Pursuing joint initiatives 
could allow Canberra and Washington to ‘force 
multiply’ their engagement.
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Developing a climate agenda

Finally, with the change of government in 
Australia, AUSMIN presents an opportunity 
to advance bilateral climate cooperation. The 
recent passage of the Inflation Reduction Act in 
the United States and the Climate Change Act in 
Australia reinforced that climate action is imper-
ative for both governments. President Biden 
and Prime Minister Albanese stressed in their 
November meeting that climate partnership was 
a “new pillar” of the alliance.

AUSMIN 2022 will likely build upon the commit-
ments made in 2021 to enhanced actions to 
reduce emissions as quickly as possible, focused 
on low-emissions technology and climate financ-
ing for vulnerable regional partners. The princi-
pals may address the stated greatest impedi-
ments to Australian emissions reduction: labour 
shortages and supply chain constraints. Coop-

eration in this area is likely to be approached with 
support for Southeast Asian and Pacific partners 
front of mind. AUSMIN could also herald closer 
collaboration between the respective defence 
departments on approaching climate risks.

Conclusion

At AUSMIN, the Albanese government could 
deepen its diplomatic ties to the administration 
and deliver on key promises vis-à-vis climate 
and Pacific partnerships. In the face of compet-
ing concerns like the Ukraine crisis, the extent to 
which AUSMIN retains the regional focus it has 
shown in recent years will be of critical signifi-
cance to the Indo-Pacific.

Getty
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Australia and the US are firm 
friends on defence – now let’s  
turn that into world-beating  
climate action

The Conversation 
6 December 2022 
Peter J. Dean, United States Studies Centre

Climate action is firmly on the political agenda 
in both Australia and the United States, following 
a recent change in government in both nations. 
As this year’s Australia-US Ministerial Consul-
tations (AUSMIN) get underway in Washington, 
the Albanese and Biden administrations appear 
keen for deeper bilateral cooperation on tackling 
climate change.

New research has found the political impetus 
for this cooperation is reflected in the views of 
Australians. It shows many Australians believe 
our defence alliance with the US should be 
extended to include greater collaboration on 
climate action.

In this respect, the US-Australia Alliance is seen 
by many Australians as an incomplete project. It’s 
now time for both the Australian and US govern-
ments to turn their rhetoric on climate cooper-
ation into reality.

The shifting sands of climate politics

In August, the Albanese government passed its 
Climate Change Bill, enshrining into law an emis-
sions reduction target of 43% from 2005 levels by 
2030, and net-zero emissions by 2050.

On taking office, Albanese also announced a 
major review of security threats posed by the 
climate crisis.

The Biden administration has also passed a 
number of laws with significant climate provi-

sions. They include new infrastructure laws, the 
CHIPS and Science Act and the Inflation Reduc-
tion Act – the latter billed as the most significant 
climate legislation in US history.

The outcome of last month’s midterm US elec-
tions will, however, hamper Biden’s climate 
efforts. Republicans now narrowly control the 
US House of Representatives. This means climate 
policy will likely be targeted and piecemeal at 
least until the 2024 US presidential elections.

But the Democrats continued control of the 
Senate still leaves room for progress on climate 
action. This is most likely on issues with bipar-
tisan consensus such as boosting US competi-
tiveness with China and reducing dependence 
on Russian oil and gas.

Stronger together

Both the US and Australian governments have 
also recognised the need for deeper bilateral 
cooperation on climate action.

In opposition, Albanese said:

We should immediately deepen US-Aus-
tralian cooperation on climate change secu-
rity issues […] On coming to office, I will make 
comprehensive cooperation on climate 
change a hallmark of Alliance cooperation.

And in Washington in July this year, Defence 
Minister Richard Marles reiterated that climate 
change was “the single greatest threat” to the lives 
and livelihoods of Australia’s Pacific Island neigh-
bours. He declared “Australia will lift its weight” in 
response – including by making climate change 
a pillar of the US-Australia alliance.

Senior Australian and US defence officials have 
also reaffirmed their commitment to “evolving” 
the alliance – including through better engage-
ment on climate change – to support stability and 
security in the Indo-Pacific.
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What does the Australian public want?

Our research suggests the Australian community 
also wants to see greater collaboration with the 
US on the wicked climate change problem.

Polling conducted by the University of Sydney’s 
United States Studies Centre found climate 
change was the most important international 
issue for respondents (57%). It came ahead of 
security cooperation with the US and Japan 
(56%), increasing trade and investment in Asia 
(49%) and standing up to China (48%).

Some 77% of participants said fighting climate 
change with the US was important for Australia. 
This view was largely bipartisan: 87% of Labor 
voters and 73% of Coalition voters said this coop-
eration was very important or somewhat impor-
tant.

Respondents aged 18 to 34 were the most likely 
to support climate action in concert with the US.

This data is backed by qualitative evidence gath-
ered by myself and colleagues Andrew O’Neil 

and Caitlin Byrne (of Griffith University) and 
Stephan Fruhling (of the Australian National 
University). It involved community focus groups 
across all states and territories in Australia over 
the last 14 months.

We held 29 discussions with 232 community 
members to gauge their views on the Austral-
ia-US Alliance. The participants were drawn from 
wide-ranging backgrounds and recruited via a 
range of strategies to ensure diverse representa-
tion.

One key theme to emerge was that climate 
change is considered an important policy area 
for the future of the alliance. As one participant 
said:

There is an opportunity for Australia to use 
the Alliance for climate change and elab-
orate on how we define security. I think 
there’s a shared interest in climate policy 
and climate security and bringing that into 
AUKUS. There’s an opportunity to tie that 
more closely to the Alliance.

Getty
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Participants broadly expressed the view that the 
alliance should adapt to new and emerging chal-
lenges to remain relevant in the 21st century. As 
one participant put it:

The Alliance is considered unbreakable so we 
should see how far it can be stretched.

Another participant observed:

The alliance needs to be repurposed to 
address real security threats rather than 
imagined ones — most significantly the 
impacts of climate change.

There is a real opportunity now to expand think-
ing around the alliance beyond binary questions 
of security and defence, to position Australia as 
an active peace-builder rather than a reactionary 
force. Climate action, and leveraging the alliance 
to pursue it, is central to that.

Climate collaboration is key to an enduring alli-
ance

The Australian government — by itself and in part-
nership with US counterparts — should inject 
greater energy into deeper collaboration with the 
US on climate action.

In opposition, Albanese outlined what that coop-
eration should entail, saying:

We must develop operational plans to 
address the natural disasters and human-
itarian outcomes. We must study and plan 
for how other states may seek to exploit its 
impacts on regional security.

We must develop capabilities and shared 
responsibilities to mitigate its worst impacts. We 
should cooperate on technological development 
to take advantage of the economic opportunity 
that comes from the shift to clean energy.

As our research shows, the Australian public sees 
such collaboration as key to the alliance’s future.

Australia and US take realist 
approach to regional influence

The Conversation 
8 December 2022 
Peter K Lee, Tom Corben and Sophie Mayo,  
United States Studies Centre

Foreign Minister Penny Wong and Defence 
Minister Richard Marles met with US Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken and Secretary of Defense 
Lloyd J. Austin III for the Australia-United States 
Ministerial Consultations (AUSMIN) in Washing-
ton, DC, on December 6.

While there is notable continuity with last year’s 
agenda, this year’s AUSMIN clearly bears the 
Albanese government’s foreign and defence 
policy imprint – one that has a receptive audi-
ence in the Biden administration.

With greater military cooperation and a prior-
ity on climate action, the meeting outlines an 
agenda to vigorously compete with China for 
regional influence while advancing the alliance’s 
long-standing defence and security cooperation 
objectives.

A realist shift from 2021

There is a decidedly realist tone to this year’s 
AUSMIN, at least from Australia’s perspective. In 
her remarks at the joint press conference, Wong 
largely dispensed with talk of shared history and 
values. Instead, she cast AUSMIN as “the primary 
forum for us as an alliance […] to make progress 
on shared interests”.

Ideology has also taken a backseat. The emphasis 
on “democratic values” and human rights that 
occupied an entire section in last year’s joint 
statement has been condensed and accompa-
nied by a more balanced assessment of China. 
This notes the need for responsible competi-
tion, risk reduction, and cooperation on issues 
of shared interest.
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This year’s statement also sharpens the alliance’s 
focus on Australia’s region. The Pacific Islands are 
front and centre. There are four detailed para-
graphs on how the Australia-US alliance is engag-
ing these countries diplomatically, economically, 
militarily and in the maritime environment.

From Wong’s relentless regional engagement 
since taking office, to US President Joe Biden’s 
hosting of the first US-Pacific Islands Summit in 
September, and both countries’ Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnerships with ASEAN, Australia and 
the United States have clearly increased their 
diplomatic engagements with these two vital 
subregions.

The focus on maritime security cooperation with 
the Pacific Islands, in particular, complements 
similar alliance activities in South-East Asia, 
where Australia and the United States should be 
looking to better integrate their respective lines 
of effort.

By contrast, there was no reference to the 
Afghanistan conflict or the threat of terrorism. 
The statement thus reflects the conclusion of the 
alliance’s Middle East period.

Incremental steps in defence cooperation

As we predicted last week, no new details of the 
AUKUS partnership were announced. However, 
Marles did emphasise the need to “uplift” 
Australia’s shipbuilding industry to meet the task. 
An update on export control reform was also not 
forthcoming, other than mentions of the need 
for “seamless” bilateral defence industrial coop-
eration.

On the alliance’s force posture initiatives, the 
meeting flagged some progress on key issues 
without making major new announcements. 
For instance, there will be an increase in the 
frequency and sophistication of US Air Force 
rotations through Australia, as heralded last year. 

AUSMIN, December 2022 (Getty)
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By comparison, little was said about mooted US 
Army and Navy deployments to Australia.

Importantly, the statement identifies measures 
to strengthen the resilience and sustainability of 

combined Australia-US 
operations. This includes 
targeted logistics exer-
cises and co-develop-
ment of “agile logis-
tics” capabilities, as well 
as efforts to enhance 
Australia’s ability to main-
tain and repair munitions 
in-country. This will be 
done by streamlining 
US technology transfer 
and information-sharing 

arrangements – measures that Marles empha-
sised during the joint press conference.

Making good on these commitments will be crit-
ical to sustaining a higher tempo of joint opera-
tions in the region.

Bringing Japan on board

Perhaps the most eye-catching development is 
the invitation to Japan to “increase its participa-
tion in [US-Australia] Force Posture Initiatives”. 
Though short on specifics, this development 
underscores how the Australia-US alliance has 
become a mechanism for “advancing a strategy 
of collective defence among other Indo-Pacific 
allies”.

Future years could see larger and more frequent 
deployments of Japan Self-Defence Forces in 
more sophisticated bilateral and trilateral joint 
exercises. These forces would include fighter 
aircraft and marines rotating through Australian 
facilities.

Indeed, this announcement is consistent with 
the trajectory of the Australia-Japan relationship 

set by the recently updated Joint Declaration on 
Security Cooperation. It makes the Australia-Ja-
pan 2+2 ministerial talks scheduled for Friday in 
Tokyo all the more interesting. Both countries 
are looking to take their defence cooperation, 
including with the United States, to the next level.

Climate cooperation to the fore

Wong emphasised climate cooperation as a 
primary area of collaboration. This is not entirely 
novel, as “climate, clean energy and the environ-
ment” received significant attention at AUSMIN 
2021. There was also a brief mention in 2015.

Nevertheless, the framing of climate collabora-
tion as one of three specific areas of focus (the 
others being engagement with South-East Asia 
and the Pacific Islands) reaffirms Prime Minis-
ter Anthony Albanese’s and Biden’s November 
statement of climate partnership as a “new pillar” 
of the alliance.

This is likely to be well received by domestic and 
regional audiences alike. The 2022 joint state-
ment confirms the elevation of climate, with this 
issue addressed in second as opposed to fourth 
place in 2021.

Climate efforts were also prioritised in relation 
to regional engagement with South-East Asia 
and particularly the Pacific Islands. This is a 
marked elevation from 2021 when the climate 
was mentioned in less stark terms within these 
contexts.

Finally, the visuals of this year’s AUSMIN were 
also notable. Watching the first Asian-Austral-
ian foreign minister standing alongside the first 
African-American secretary of defense was a 
poignant reminder of the power of identity in 
shaping bilateral narratives. Wong has often said 
that “foreign policy starts with who we are”, and 
it was good to see this year’s AUSMIN reflect the 
diversity of our multicultural societies.

THE INVITATION TO 
JAPAN TO “INCREASE 
ITS PARTICIPATION IN 
[US-AUSTRALIA] FORCE 
POSTURE INITIATIVES”...
UNDERSCORES HOW THE 
AUSTRALIA-US ALLIANCE 
HAS BECOME A MECHANISM 
FOR “ADVANCING A 
STRATEGY OF COLLECTIVE 
DEFENCE AMONG OTHER 
INDO-PACIFIC ALLIES”.
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US-Australia alliance: 
beyond sentiment

The Interpreter 
9 December 2022 
Caitlin Byrne, Griffith University, Peter 
J. Dean, United States Studies Centre, 
Stephan Früehling, The Australian National 
University, Andrew O’Neil, Griffith University

As this week’s annual AUSMIN summit has 
confirmed, deeper strategic cooperation 
between Australia and the United States is 
accelerating. Yet, in the wake of the meeting 
and accompanying AUSMIN communique, it’s 
worth remembering the advice of Peter Sher-
gold, former Secretary of the Department of 
Prime Minister and Cabinet, who has made the 
point that good policy depends on harnessing 
the views of those most likely to be impacted.

Shergold’s wisdom is typically invoked in rela-
tion to “domestic” challenges such as health, 
education, and tax reform. There is, however, no 
reason why it should not apply equally to foreign 
and defence policy. It would in fact be short-
sighted not to apply it in relation to Australia’s 

single most important relationship, that with the 
United States.

Polling by the Lowy Institute, the US Stud-
ies Centre, and the Australian Election Study 
has shown consistently strong support for 
the Australia-United States alliance. Yet, these 
same polls also contain tantalising hints at some 
complex views that lie beneath the surface. 
Recent polling by the US Studies Centre shows 
that despite strong support for the alliance, 76 
per cent of voters believe that Australia should 
develop a foreign policy “independent of the 
global powers”. The 2022 Lowy Poll revealed 
that while 87 per cent of respondents (equal to 
the highest since the Lowy Poll began in 2007) 
believed the alliance was “very” or “fairly” impor-
tant for Australia’s security, 77 per cent of the 
same respondents agree with the statement that 
“Australia’s alliance with the US makes it more 
likely Australia will be drawn into a war in Asia 
that would not be in Australia’s interest”. How 
can this be?

To offer some answers, this week we published 
the findings of in-depth consultations across 
every state and territory regarding the current 
state and future of the Australia-US alliance. We 

President Joe Biden participates in a bilateral meeting with Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese in Tokyo, 
24 May 2022 (Official White House Photo)
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engaged more than 230 Australians from diverse 
backgrounds about how Australia can best lever-
age the alliance with the United States.

Our research found that Australians’ views of 
the alliance can be grouped into four catego-
ries: full supporters who favour close integration 
of Australian and US defence efforts; reserved 
supporters who see benefits in the alliance but 
who also have concerns about the need to main-
tain a measure of independence from the United 
States; sceptics who aren’t convinced the alliance 
is necessarily benefiting Australia’s security and 
would like to see major changes; and opponents 
who see the very existence of the alliance as anti-
thetical to Australia’s interests.

While these groupings capture the broad spec-
trum of views across the nation, in line with 
national polling data we found that more than 
two-thirds of those who we consulted supported 
the alliance. Our research also revealed several 
unifying themes emerging across the spectrum 
of respondents.

The first is that most Australians are not sure 
what the alliance means for Australia’s sover-
eignty and our capacity to make independent 
decisions. Fear of entrapment features prom-
inently, particularly with respect to the AUKUS 
agreement for Australia to obtain nuclear-pow-
ered submarines, and how Australian support 
for US military operations against China might be 
taken for granted because of Australia’s increas-
ingly intimate cooperation with Washington on 
cutting-edge military technology. Often this is a 
gut feeling, and generally reflects concerns about 
the Australian government’s capacity to manage 
the alliance.

Second, there is significant uncertainty among 
Australians about what the alliance is for today, 
as distinct from what it is against, or what it has 
been in the past. Most Australians are looking for 
an aspirational vision for the alliance that they can 
subscribe to.

Generalised notions of shared values do not 
resonate with Australians at a time when daily 
news on US debates about abortion, gun control, 
or election security serve to highlight differ-
ences rather than commonalities in our politi-
cal cultures. Even if they disagree on whether it 
is a good thing, almost all Australians view the 
alliance unsentimentally through the prism of 
cost-benefit analysis: What do we get out of it 
for what we put in?

Third, Australians want broader cooperation 
between Australia and the United States that goes 
beyond defence, particularly to address climate 
change. Australians understand and mostly value 
the close cooperation that has developed in the 
defence sphere – but this only raises the ques-
tion of what both countries are doing to deliver 
on what they see as the other, equally important 
challenges facing Australia and the world.

Finally, whether they support or oppose the alli-
ance, Australians think that relations with their 
immediate region are a crucial consideration. 
A majority of those we consulted held the view 
that Australia has not built the close regional rela-
tionships it could have, and that it is under-deliv-
ering in the alliance, including in the Southwest 
Pacific. Whether it is sceptics who think that the 
alliance prevents Australia from finding its own 
niche or proponents who think we under-deliver 
for the common alliance cause, the consensus 
that Australia can and should do more to engage 
with our neighbours in the Southwest Pacific and 
Southeast Asia is striking.

When it comes to the future of the alliance, the 
views of the nation matter. By and large, Austral-
ians see the alliance as an “incomplete project”. 
They are neither unsympathetic towards Amer-
ica, nor unsupportive towards closer coopera-
tion – but they do expect the alliance to develop 
in ways that clearly advance Australia’s national 
interests, and to be convinced by governments 
of all political shades that this is so.
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Will Biden’s Indo-Pacific strategy 
survive the war in Ukraine?

The Strategist 
16 March 2022 
Ashley Townshend and Tom Corben, 
United States Studies Centre

As the United States slides deeper into a proxy 
war with Russia, Indo-Pacific countries are 
increasingly concerned about the long-term 
implications of the Ukraine crisis for America’s 
power and position in this part of the world.

And so they should be. While President Joe 
Biden’s initial approach to Ukraine struck the 
right balance of resolve and restraint—marshal-
ling global allies in support of sanctions against 
Russia and funnelling military and humanitarian 
aid to Ukraine—the war is now sapping more and 
more American attention and defence resources.

A dangerous tit-for-tat is taking hold. Washing-
ton’s lethal military aid and economy-breaking 
sanctions signal an investment in the war that 
could slip beyond Biden’s original articulation 
of limited interests. Russia’s nuclear threats and 
increasingly brutal operations have triggered 
further US involvement, including the deploy-
ment of advanced F-35 fighters and expen-
sive Patriot missile-defence systems to NATO 
frontlines in Eastern Europe, and a massive 
US$13.6 billion Ukraine emergency bill passed 
by Congress last week. Calls are getting louder 
for a ‘limited no-fly zone’ which, though rebuffed 
so far, may become politically harder to resist.

All this is understandable given the humanitar-
ian carnage. But hot on the heels of the release 
of Biden’s Indo-Pacific strategy, it’s unsettling to 
watch Washington’s strategic gaze drift, once 
again, away from a robust ‘pivot to Asia’.

As we argue in a new United States Studies 
Centre report, these developments are especially 
worrying given that the Biden administration has 
so far failed to deliver on key defence compo-
nents of its regional strategy.

Senior US officials insist that events in Europe 
will not see the Indo-Pacific or efforts to balance 
Chinese power deprioritised. Earlier this month, 
the White House’s Indo-Pacific coordinator, Kurt 
Campbell, again promised that Washington was 
capable of sustaining ‘deep commitments’ in 
both theatres simultaneously, even at great cost, 
just as it had in the past.

But while America can—and must—continue to 
buttress European security, it doesn’t enjoy the 
luxury of riches or unchallenged military primacy 
required to underwrite 
an expansive global strat-
egy against two great-
power rivals.

Matching ends with 
means in the Indo-Pa-
ci f ic — America’s 
so-called ‘priority thea-
tre’ — requires difficult 
trade-offs between competing priorities, includ-
ing in Ukraine. A more sustainable division of US 
and allied defence responsibilities in Europe and 
Asia is urgently required.

Biden understands this and deserves credit for 
attempting to match US global interests and 
commitments in his first year. Poor execution 
aside, his Afghan withdrawal showed a will-
ingness to make tough, politically unpopular 
trade-offs. His initially restrained approach to 
the Ukraine crisis suggested he would keep it in 
global strategic perspective.

But Washington won’t be able to sideline 
Moscow from its foreign policy agenda the way 
it had hoped. Delays in the publication of the US 
national defence strategy and national security 

US REGIONAL STRATEGY

MATCHING ENDS WITH 
MEANS IN THE INDO-PACIFIC 
— AMERICA’S SO-CALLED 
‘PRIORITY THEATRE’ — 
REQUIRES DIFFICULT 
TRADE-OFFS BETWEEN 
COMPETING PRIORITIES, 
INCLUDING IN UKRAINE.
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strategy suggest that Russia is forcing a hurried 
reassessment of Biden’s global priorities. In a 
worst-case scenario for the Indo-Pacific, it’s 
possible these documents will return US mili-
tary strategy to an equally weighted focus on Asia 
and Europe—contradicting hard-fought efforts 
in recent years to make China the Pentagon’s 
outright priority.

This is not a callous point to make. Amer-
ica simply doesn’t have the military resources 
required to prosecute an effective multi-thea-
tre strategy in an era of great-power rivalry. Nor 
is it spending enough to change this equation: 
while the 2018 national defence strategy recom-
mended 3% to 5% real growth in defence spend-
ing annually to keep pace with China and Russia, 
not a single defence budget since has met these 
targets.

Biden’s budget continues this unsatisfactory 
trend. And in contrast to the stark warnings from 
top brass at US Indo-Pacific Command, who see 
conflict with China as a possibility this decade, 
the administration’s defence budget prioritises 
long-term military modernisation in anticipation 
of high-end conflict in the 2030s — leaving the 
US underprepared to deal with Chinese military 
coercion over the next few years.

Budget shortfalls are mirrored by slow-mov-
ing efforts to realign US forces globally. While 
Canberra and Washington have agreed to new 
posture arrangements for US forces to under-
take expanded training, sustainment and mili-
tary operations from Australian soil, the admin-
istration’s global posture review offered little else 
for the region. By contrast, it put on hold further 
Middle East drawdowns and made no significant 
cuts to troop numbers in Europe, which have 
since risen as a result of the war in Ukraine.

Even the Pentagon’s new Pacific deterrence initi-
ative falls short of the mark in the quantum of 
investment in forward military posture, logistics, 
air defences, and fuel and munitions stockpiles.

There is nevertheless a silver lining for allies 
like Australia: the Biden administration appears 
highly responsive to our ideas when it comes to 
regional defence initiatives.

The unprecedented AUKUS defence industrial 
partnership is the clearest win for Australia on this 
front, offering rare access to nuclear-powered 
submarine technology and deeper industrial 
and technology integration—a result of sustained 
Australian lobbying in Washington.

Other allies have benefited too. Japan secured 
more extensive collaboration with the US on 
cutting-edge defence technologies and South 
Korea is reaping the rewards of decades-long 
efforts to lift US restrictions on its ballistic missile 
technology.

US President Joe Biden, February 2022 (Getty)
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These efforts to empower US allies are even more 
important as Washington is once again pulled in 
conflicting global directions. Indo-Pacific allies 
should advocate for more. As a priority, Australia 
should caucus with Japan and other close secu-
rity partners to push for overdue reforms to US 
export controls on defence technology. Realising 
the full promise of AUKUS, establishing a sover-
eign guided weapons and explosive ordnance 
enterprise to build high-end missiles in this coun-
try, and achieving Australia’s full integration into 
the US national technology and industrial base 
all depend on such revisions.

Indo-Pacific allies should also press Washing-
ton for greater insight and input into its regional 
military planning. A credible collective defence 
strategy requires clarity on when, where and how 
to address shared defence challenges. Biden’s 
effort to build support among regional allies for 
a Taiwan contingency is a step in this direction. 
But while Taiwan is the Pentagon’s ‘pacing chal-
lenge’, regional countries face Chinese military 
coercion across a far wider range of lower-in-
tensity scenarios, as China’s intimidation of an 
Australian military aircraft in the Arafura Sea last 
month attests. New strategic planning initiatives 
must reflect these realities.

In the end, however, these initiatives can’t change 
the strategic physics of the Indo-Pacific. A favour-
able balance of power with China can only be 
upheld with unprecedented US support. Alliance 
modernisation is a necessary component of this 
strategy, but it’s not a substitute for a robust US 
military posture and presence in the Indo-Pacific.

As the conflict in Ukraine grinds on, America’s 
capacity to deliver an effective defence strategy 
for the region will depend on its ability to keep 
its escalating involvement in check and in global 
strategic perspective.

Biden’s Indo-Pacific strategy will 
limp along unless he champions it

The Australian Financial Review 
18 March 2022 
Ashley Townshend and Peter K. Lee, 
United States Studies Centre

The Biden administration has repeatedly vowed 
that it is “intensifying” its focus on the Indo-Pa-
cific region and working to “revitalise” the United 
States’ network of regional allies and partners.

But even before the war in Ukraine, it was strug-
gling to act on this agenda with the urgency 
required. Biden’s Indo-Pacific strategy now 
faces the very real prospect of being sidelined by 
America’s proxy war with Russia and its renewed 
focus on European security.

If Washington is serious about upholding a 
favourable balance of power in the Indo-Pa-
cific, it must find ways to balance its focus in 
Europe and Asia at once 
and invest more deci-
sively in strengthening its 
strategic position in the 
Indo-Pacific.

Despite the Biden 
administration’s recogni-
tion that “what happens 
in the Indo-Pacific will, 
more than any other region, shape the trajectory 
of the world in the 21st century,” its foreign policy 
bandwidth over the past year has been largely 
absorbed by policy reviews, global summitry, 
and crisis management in the Middle East and 
Europe.

The White House has advanced some impor-
tant Indo-Pacific objectives, such as settling host 
arrangements for US forces in Japan and South 
Korea, reviving a visiting forces agreement with 

BIDEN’S INDO-PACIFIC 
STRATEGY NOW FACES 
THE VERY REAL PROSPECT 
OF BEING SIDELINED BY 
AMERICA’S PROXY WAR 
WITH RUSSIA AND ITS 
RENEWED FOCUS ON 
EUROPEAN SECURITY.
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the Philippines, convening the first in-person 
leaders’ meeting of the Quad, and expanding 
the Australia-US Force Posture Initiatives on their 
10th anniversary.

But most of these actions were about correct-
ing the course of US policy after four years of 
Donald Trump, rather than advancing new and 
tangible strategic priorities.

Fortunately, Biden’s foreign policy team recog-
nises that restoring US policy to its pre-Trump 
status quo isn’t enough to secure a favourable 
balance of power and influence in the Indo-Pa-

cific. To advance a more 
ambitious strategy, the 
administration has begun, 
with some success, to 
revise the United States’ 
approach to empowering 
key regional allies.

Trilateral cooperation

Last year’s establishment 
of the Australia-United 
Kingdom-United States 
(AUKUS) defence tech-
nology partnership and 
its promise to deliver 
Australia a fleet of nucle-

ar-powered submarines was the high point of 
this effort. Alongside a wider agenda for trilateral 
cooperation on emerging defence technolo-
gies, the AUKUS partnership heralds a long-term 
commitment to Australia and the Indo-Pacific 
balance of power – even as it has complicated 
the allies’ regional diplomacy and been criticised 
for its vague near-term agenda.

The AUKUS partnership is emblematic of wider 
challenges the United States faces in trying to 
reconcile future-oriented policy reforms to 
compete with China with timely and tangible 
steps to bolster America’s regional position today.

The Indo-Pacific remains underrepresented in 
the distribution of US attention amid competing 
global priorities. Biden carried through with his 
promise to withdraw US forces from Afghanistan 
and end combat operations in Iraq. But these 
decisions haven’t led to a substantial re-focus 
on the Indo-Pacific. And the president now finds 
himself deploying additional US troops to NATO 
countries in Eastern Europe.

Just as concerning from an Indo-Pacific perspec-
tive is that initiatives designed to mobilise US 
resources for the region – like the Pentagon’s 
Global Force Posture Review – have not taken 
decisive steps to prioritise deterrence vis-à-vis 
China and bolster military posture in the region.

The most glaring failure in the administration’s 
approach to the Indo-Pacific is the absence of an 
effective economic strategy. With the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
entering into force and China applying to join the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), the US now 
sits outside the region’s most important trade 
blocs.

Hard limits

The White House insists that an Indo-Pacific 
Economic Framework is in the offing. But the 
collapse of the free trade consensus in US politics 
will impose hard limits on the framework’s attrac-
tiveness in the region – undermining Washing-
ton’s ability to compete with the primary source 
of Chinese geostrategic influence.

All is not lost. Despite its shortcomings, Biden’s 
first year in office yielded important resets with 
allies and partners, streamlined strategic policy 
processes, and laid the groundwork for ambi-
tious long-term initiatives. The next three years 
must focus on implementing promising initia-
tives like AUKUS and other alliance reforms, fixing 
Washington’s trade policy settings and export 

THE MOST GLARING FAILURE 
IN THE ADMINISTRATION’S 
APPROACH TO THE INDO-
PACIFIC IS THE ABSENCE OF 
AN EFFECTIVE ECONOMIC 
STRATEGY. WITH THE 
REGIONAL COMPREHENSIVE 
ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIP 
ENTERING INTO FORCE 
AND CHINA APPLYING TO 
JOIN THE COMPREHENSIVE 
AND PROGRESSIVE 
AGREEMENT FOR TRANS-
PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP, 
THE US NOW SITS OUTSIDE 
THE REGION’S MOST 
IMPORTANT TRADE BLOCS.
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control regime, and making big investments in 
force posture and capabilities that will advance 
a competitive US strategy.

This is what Biden’s foreign policy team says 
it wants to achieve. Senior officials continue to 
promise the administration views the Indo-Pa-
cific as its “priority theatre” even as attention and 
resources are drawn to Eastern Europe. Forth-
coming US strategy documents, like the delayed 
National Security Strategy and National Defence 
Strategy, should provide a clearer outline for how 
the White House will balance its global strate-
gic priorities. But these must be accompanied 
by substantial investments in regional defence, 
diplomacy and trade if the administration’s 
Indo-Pacific goals are to be translated into reality.

This will be tricky if America’s large but over-
stretched defence budget is called on to pay for 
enduring commitments in Ukraine and East-
ern Europe. Efforts to bolster US Indo-Pacific 
posture, like the Pacific Deterrence Initiative, 
are systematically underfunded relative to their 
European or Middle Eastern equivalents. And the 
defence budget is simply insufficient to sustain 
a force that can fight two great powers at once.

To help make the case for why Washington 
should carry out its Indo-Pacific commitments 
amid the fighting in Europe, regional allies and 
partners should contribute what they can to 
support Ukraine and ensure global cooperation 
against Russia’s aggression.

But when push comes to shove, it is Biden’s 
Indo-Pacific agenda that will run into trouble if 
America baulks at tough strategic choices. To 
uphold a favourable balance of power and influ-
ence in what the administration defines as the 
world’s most consequential region, Biden will 
have to personally champion US Indo-Pacific 
strategy.

The Australian Financial Review, 18 March 2022
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An ideological US China policy 
misreads Indo-Pacific insecurities

Asialink Insights 
16 March 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

The United States and Australia have framed 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine as a reflection 
of a wider ideological struggle between autoc-
racies and democracies that also encompasses 
China. In the US President’s State of the Union 
address, Joe Biden stated that “In the battle 
between democracy and autocracy, democra-
cies are rising to the moment.” Scott Morrison 
also claimed in a recent Lowy Institute speech: 
“A new arc of autocracy is instinctively aligning 
to challenge and reset the world order in their 
[sic] own image.

The strategic partnership between China and 
Russia indeed presents a serious challenge to 
US and Australian interests in Asia and Europe. 
Depicting Russian aggression and violence in 
Ukraine as a manifestation of Putin’s authoritar-
ian dictatorship has resonated with European 
leaders and citizens.

However, as I argue in a review of the Biden 
administration’s Indo-Pacific agenda and China 
policy for the United States Studies Centre’s 
State of the United States report released today, 
it is less clear that a US strategy towards China 
framed in similar ideological terms will be 
effective in mobilising allies and partners in the 
Indo-Pacific.

Experts at the United States Studies Centre have 
previously argued in an in-depth report that a 
values-based US regional policy has limitations. 
The hardening US-China ideological schism 
misreads the region’s underlying insecurities.

Biden’s evolving China policy

The competitive nature of US-China relations has 
only intensified and deepened under the Biden 
administration. President Trump’s China policy 
was an inconsistent mix of trade mercantilism, 
ideological rivalry, and “great power compe-
tition”. President Biden has preserved these 
underlying assumptions, while also framing the 
relationship in more values-based terms.

Yet, absent from Biden’s approach to China has 
been a sense of what he envisages for US-China 
relations in the long term. “Competition” is the 
administration’s buzzword, but what “success” 
looks like is harder to discern. Although the US 
Department of Defense set up a China Task 
Force in early 2021 and the White House recently 
released its Indo-Pacific Strategy putting China’s 
rise in a regional context, there is still no China 
strategy or declared set of objectives for US 
China policy.

To effectively compete with China for influence 
in the Indo-Pacific, the United States needs 
to de-emphasise the ideological agenda and 
set forth a clearer vision of what kind of long-
term relationship it seeks with China. Framing 
US-China relations primarily as an ideological 
contest, rather than over relative power and coer-
cive behaviour, will make the competition more US President Joe Biden meets with China’s President Xi Jinping during  

a virtual summit, November 2021 (Getty)
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zero-sum and harder to build an effective coali-
tion with politically diverse regional powers.

The ideological pillars of 
Biden’s China policy

Biden sought to strengthen two elements of US 
power vis-à-vis China: US economic strength and 
global leadership. This led the administration to 
maintain the trade war with China in defence of 
“fair trade” and to continue dealing with China 
bilaterally rather than seeking arbitration through 
the World Trade Organization. Globally, senior 
State and Defense officials, many of whom built 
their careers working on transatlantic relations, 
emphasise cooperating with Europe to counter 
China in global forums. On both fronts, Biden 
sees China’s challenge as stemming from its 
non-democratic character and subversion of 
existing rules and institutions.

The United States also tried to prioritise deter-
ring China’s actions in the Indo-Pacific. Militarily, 
the Pentagon settled on describing China as the 
top “pacing challenge”, connoting that its mili-
tary modernisation will be the benchmark for 
US military planning. It wants to counter some 
of China’s technological developments such as 
testing a hypersonic missile and improving its 
nuclear arsenal by strengthening its own deter-
rent capability in these domains. The adminis-
tration also stepped up its diplomatic and mili-
tary support for Taiwan in the face of increased 
People’s Liberation Army Air Force flights into 
Taiwan’s Air Defence Identification Zone, includ-
ing persuading allies like Australia, Japan, and 
South Korea to reference Taiwan in their joint 
statements with the United States.

At the same time, the administration wants to 
avoid military conflict and aims to cooperate 
with Beijing where possible. Throughout the 
year, the Biden administration sought to ensure 
“some common sense guardrails” with China 
and identify areas for potential cooperation, 

including climate change, energy supplies, Iran, 
North Korea, Afghanistan, and “strategic stabil-
ity” issues of nuclear arsenals. Secretary Blinken 
similarly called for China to support the inter-
national condemnation of Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine given its longstanding position on state 
sovereignty at the United Nations.

A better way: Deterring actions not values

Casting relations with Russia and China as an 
ideological contest reminiscent of the Cold War 
undoubtedly makes it easier for the United States 
to respond by rallying its public and European 
allies. However, framing US-China competition 
as the result of China’s authoritarian political 
system — as opposed to its coercive actions — is 
unlikely to resonate in the region.

It is China’s coercive actions that generate Asian 
insecurities and require stronger deterrence, 
more so than its authoritarian nature. Many 
of the region’s small and middle powers are 
instead trying to find a modus vivendi with China 
that accommodates its economic rise, includ-
ing membership in regional trade blocs, while 
strengthening their ability to defend their interests 
against its coercive practises. A US China policy 
that only focuses on the latter will be necessary 
but insufficient. Justifying that policy with appeal 
to ideology is likely to fall on deaf ears.

From the mixed messaging of the Summit for 
Democracy to the unwillingness of most Asian 
countries to join the diplomatic boycott of 
the Beijing Winter Olympics on human rights 
grounds, the United States will struggle to win 
support based on political values in a region as 
diverse as the Indo-Pacific.

It will also make US engagement with strategically 
important non-democratic states like Vietnam 
more awkward to manage. The rhetorical shift 
towards ideological binaries may help galvanise 
support in Europe but may prove less effective 
in many Asian capitals.
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Fancy footwork: Biden’s two-step 
approach to Indo-Pacific allies

The Diplomat 
16 March 2022 
Tom Corben and Peter K. Lee, 
United States Studies Centre

The United States is still the “indispensable 
nation” in maintaining a favourable balance of 
power against Russia in Europe and China in 
Asia. But the relative decline in America’s military 
advantage over these rivals will demand reimag-
ining the ways in which it meets these challenges 
– particularly if, in the words of US Indo-Pacific 
Coordinator Kurt Campbell, the United States is 
to successfully sustain “deep commitments” in 
both regions.

This is not necessarily a matter of mustering 
will, but of reimagining ways – including how 
the United States goes about empowering its 

allies and partners to 
manage affairs in their 
own regions.

Encouragingly, efforts 
to “reinvigorate and 
modernize” US alliances 
and partnerships have 
been a central compo-
nent of Biden’s foreign 

policy agenda. A year ago, Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken and Secretary of Defense Lloyd 
Austin labelled US allies “force multipliers.” In 
outlining the administration’s concept of “inte-
grated deterrence,” Austin further stated that 
emerging threats would require the United States 
“to coordinate better, to network tighter, and to 
innovate faster” with its allies and partners. And 
as Mira Rapp-Hooper, the lead author of the 
Biden administration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, 
recently acknowledged, “allies and partners are 
not a luxury, they are a strategic necessity.”

Challenges in Europe notwithstanding, the Biden 
administration’s avowed priority theatre for real-
ising this vision remains the Indo-Pacific. And 
for all the criticisms of Biden’s wider regional 
strategy, on this score at least he deserves credit. 
As we argue in our contribution to the United 
States Studies Centre’s flagship report “State of 
the United States: Biden’s Agenda in the Balance,” 
there is an emerging step-change in Washing-
ton’s approach to empowering its allies and part-
ners.

This goes beyond the alliance restoration efforts 
that largely occupied Biden’s first year in office 
as he sought to repair the damage wrought by 
his predecessor, Donald Trump. As part of what 
National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan has called 
a “latticework” of overlapping cooperative part-
nerships, the Biden administration has sought 
to empower key allies and partners to better 
meet their own unique security challenges and 
to contribute to collective balancing efforts in 
the Indo-Pacific. This has involved both what 
we term “stepping in” to new and pre-existing 
mechanisms designed for empowerment and 
“stepping out” of the way of allies’ self-strength-
ening efforts.

“Stepping in” to work together

The United States appears to have become more 
willing to step in to help allies and partners access 
advanced defence technologies and platforms 
and to streamline cooperation on future capabil-
ities. The announcement of the AUKUS partner-
ship in September 2021 was the signature effort 
in this regard. The decision to provide Australia 
with privileged access to US nuclear-propulsion 
technology may have dominated headlines. But 
the broader thrust of AUKUS targets expanded 
trilateral cooperation with the United Kingdom 
on a wider range of defence science and tech-
nology, industrial, and capability projects. In that 
sense, AUKUS dovetails with efforts to expand 

AS MIRA RAPP-HOOPER, 
THE LEAD AUTHOR OF THE 
BIDEN ADMINISTRATION’S 
INDO-PACIFIC STRATEGY, 
RECENTLY ACKNOWLEDGED, 
“ALLIES AND PARTNERS ARE 
NOT A LUXURY, THEY ARE 
A STRATEGIC NECESSITY.”
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cooperation through the US National Technology 
and Industrial Base (NTIB) – a mechanism that 
has historically failed to deliver on its promise 
of greater integration and access for top-tier US 
allies.

Japan has also benefitted from the Biden team’s 
willingness to lean into cooperation. In Janu-
ary, defence and foreign ministers from both 
countries announced a framework for advanc-
ing collaboration in defence technology devel-
opment, with an initial focus on counter-hyper-
sonic capabilities. A straight line can be drawn 
between this announcement and a request made 
to the Pentagon by Japan’s Ministry of Defense 
last October for more defence co-development 
projects. For Tokyo, this is particularly welcome 
given its bad experiences with the US Foreign 
Military Sales program and its efforts to reinvig-

orate its own domestic industrial and technolog-
ical capacity.

“Stepping out” of the way 
of self-strengthening

The United States has also become more will-
ing to step out of the way of regional allies and 
partners’ efforts to acquire the means to defend 
themselves. This has involved removing often 
outdated regulations originally designed to 
limit junior alliance partners’ options, as well as 
trying to be more flexible in accommodating the 
choices of emerging partners.

For example, in May 2021 Biden and South 
Korean President Moon Jae-in agreed to remove 
the last vestiges of the 1979 US-Korea Ballistic 
Missile Guidelines. Originally established to 

USS Milius in formation with the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force destroyer JS Takanami, Royal Australian Navy 
frigate HMAS Arunta and the Indian navy patrol ship INS Kamorta during Exercise Malabar 2022 (US Navy)



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE  |  FOREIGN POLICY AND DEFENCE PROGRAM46

constrain South Korea’s then-authoritarian mili-
tary regime, the guidelines made less sense 
today in the face of North Korea’s nuclear and 
missile threats. Their removal effectively opens 
the path for Seoul to develop and field more 
advanced land and maritime strike capabilities, 
and lowers barriers to realising its space ambi-
tions. These advancements will enable a more 
self-reliant and powerful South Korea to meet its 
own security needs but will also make it a more 
capable partner for the United States and other 
regional partners.

Help me, help you

Good progress notwithstanding, questions 
remain as to how far the United States is will-
ing to take this emerging empowerment agenda. 
First, how far is the United States willing to step in 
to help? Enduring US domestic political factors 
and outdated export controls threaten to impede 
deeper industrial and technological integration 
with close allies. Such impediments are not 
unique to the Biden administration, though its 

“Buy American” agenda 
will make these barriers 
even more politically diffi-
cult to lower than they 
already were.

Encouragingly, Indo-Pa-
cific allies are coordinat-
ing pushback against new 
provisions that threaten to 
limit allied input into US 
defence supply chains and 

are agitating for greater input through mecha-
nisms like the NTIB. But without sustained polit-
ical buy-in to a reform agenda inside the Belt-
way, these restrictions will almost certainly limit 
the possibilities for new alliance initiatives on 
defence technology.

Second, to what extent is the United States will-
ing to give way to self-strengthening? Questions 
remain over the extent to which Washington is 
willing to facilitate empowerment when its stra-
tegic preferences diverge from those of allies or 
partners. For example, India continues to face 
the threat of US sanctions for its 2018 purchase 
of Russian S-400 missile defence systems under 
the Countering America’s Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act (CAATSA). This threat lingers even 
though the United States cannot offer a suitable 
alternative that adequately – and affordably – 
meets India’s defence needs.

This situation is only made more difficult by 
the Ukraine conflict. Some officials have hinted 
that a one-time CAATSA waiver for the S-400 is 
possible, but congressional support for a blan-
ket waiver may be faltering due to India’s unwill-
ingness to take a harder stance against Russia’s 
actions in Europe. What Biden decides will be a 
litmus test of Washington’s ability to reconcile 
the empowerment of Indo-Pacific partners with 
its other geostrategic priorities.

It’s still unclear whether the Biden administration 
can follow through on this allied empowerment 
agenda, or whether it will ultimately give in to 
its superpower instinct of preferring less capa-
ble but more dependent allies. What cannot be 
disputed is the necessity of these efforts. The era 
of collective defence has already arrived, and US 
allies and partners will need to play a bigger role 
if it is to be a success.

And in that sense, whether by stepping in or step-
ping out, Washington will need to ensure that its 
fancy footwork ultimately helps allies and part-
ners to step up. 

ENCOURAGINGLY, INDO-
PACIFIC ALLIES ARE 
COORDINATING PUSHBACK 
AGAINST NEW PROVISIONS 
THAT THREATEN TO LIMIT 
ALLIED INPUT INTO US 
DEFENCE SUPPLY CHAINS 
AND ARE AGITATING 
FOR GREATER INPUT 
THROUGH MECHANISMS 
LIKE THE NTIB. 
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Managing cross-regional 
expectations after the 
NATO Summit

The Diplomat 
7 July 2022 
Peter K. Lee, Alice Nason and Tom Corben,  
United States Studies Centre

The recent NATO Summit in Madrid marked 
a welcome elevation in high-level coordina-
tion between the United States’ European and 
Indo-Pacific allies. For the first time, the lead-
ers of Australia, Japan, New Zealand, and South 
Korea, the so-called “Asia-Pacific 4” (AP4), were 
invited to join the annual summit. From the 
US president on down, administration officials 
increasingly speak of the Euro-Atlantic and 
Indo-Pacific, not as separate theatres, but as 
interlinked regions. Indeed, the AP4’s attend-
ance is a conspicuous example of what National 
Security Council Indo-Pacific coordinator Kurt 
Campbell recently commended as an unprec-
edented level of engagement and interest from 
Asian partners in the European theatre.

For the Biden administration, the inclusion of the 
United States’ closest Asian partners at the NATO 
Summit showed the “global resolve” of democra-
cies and the growing potential for cross-regional 
partners to respond against common threats. 
But there are hard limits to hard commitments 
outside of a country’s home region. The efforts 
of Washington and its allies to foster inter-re-
gional cooperation against Sino-Russian coor-
dination are beneficial and necessary, but they 
should not detract or distract from the more 
urgent task of deepening intra-regional coalitions 
better tailored to manage their respective great 
power challengers.

The promise of a cross-regional alliance

Although the United States continues to under-
write the balance of power in both Europe and 

the Indo-Pacific, the Biden administration recog-
nises that it cannot address global military threats 
alone as its relative military primacy declines, 
particularly in Asia. Aiming to compete simulta-
neously with Russia in Europe and China in Asia, 
the administration has sought to rally its global 
network of democratic allies to step up, whether 
through direct deployments or capacity-building 
and military aid.

In that sense, the AP4’s stated and material 
support for Ukraine and its endorsement of 
NATO’s new Strategic Concept appear to demon-
strate the real benefits of such cross-regional 
cooperation. Noting that security in the Indo-Pa-
cific and Europe is “indivisible,” the leaders of the 
AP4 have real stakes in how the world responds 
to Russia’s violation of rules and norms. Austral-
ian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese stressed 
the need to defend “democracy, peace, and 
security and upholding the rule of law, whether it 
is in this region or ours.” Japanese Prime Minister 
Kishida Fumio emphasised safeguarding inter-
national and territorial sovereignty, expressing 
his concerns in the lead-up to the summit that 
“Ukraine today could be East Asia tomorrow.” 
While not identifying China or Russia by name, 
South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol neverthe-
less emphasised the threat to “universal values” 
evident in the ongoing conflict.

All four AP4 countries have imposed sanctions 
on Russia and sent humanitarian aid to Ukraine, 
while Japan and South Korea have also restricted 
exports of key technological and computing 
inputs and released oil reserves to stabilise 
markets.

For their part, European allies have also 
acknowledged their own stakes in the Indo-Pa-
cific. NATO’s new Strategic Concept cited the 
“systemic challenges” posed by China’s coercive 
behaviour and its “malicious hybrid and cyber 
operations and its confrontational rhetoric and 
disinformation.” The United Kingdom, France, 
and Germany have all stepped-up their defence 
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diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific and forward-de-
ployed assets, which has been welcomed by the 
United States. Many have also noted the impor-
tance of “peace and security in the Taiwan Strait” 
in their high-level engagements with Indo-Pacific 
counterparts, poignant references given the link-
ages drawn, rightly or wrongly, by many between 
the fates of Ukraine and Taiwan in recent months.

Hard limits to hard cross-
regional commitments

Despite these reciprocal words and deeds, 
however, these developments should be appreci-
ated for what they are – largely displays of shared 
political resolve with limited material compo-
nents. Even the United States’ most staunch allies 
are reluctant to dedicate their limited resources 
far beyond their borders. With the exception of 
Australia, which has pledged A$385 million in 
military aid and sent dozens of armoured vehi-
cles and several howitzers, Asian allies have been 
unwilling or unable to provide significant lethal 
assistance to Ukraine. This is despite repeated 

requests by Ukraine and the United States for 
militarily capable allies like South Korea to do so.

Equally, NATO’s recognition of the threat posed 
by China and the flurry of defence diplomacy in 
recent years do not guarantee action when the 
chips are down. As welcome as they would be, 
there are few in Asia today who expect European 
powers to make meaningful military contribu-
tions in a major security crisis in the Indo-Pacific, 
or to decisively tilt the regional balance of power 
in peacetime. Because the conflict in Ukraine 
appears likely to drag on for some time those 
states’ attention will likely only sharpen on their 
own region.

Horses for courses: Intra- vs 
inter-regional cooperation

Alliances are an incredibly useful resource in 
the United States’ global strategy toolbox, but 
they are not blunt instruments to be applied to 
every problem. In that sense, even as Washing-
ton encourages greater cooperation between its 
Indo-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic allies, the United 

Leaders assemble ahead of an Indo-Pacific Partners meeting during the NATO summit, June 2022 (Getty)
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States should not lose sight of the fact that these 
allies are ultimately most effective – and commit-
ted – in their own regions.

Faced with competing global priorities and real 
material constraints, the Biden administration will 
need to be selective in identifying where threats 
would be better answered through smaller issue-
driven coalitions rather than potentially unwieldy 
inter-regional groupings heavier on symbolic 
than practical value. Where inter-regional coop-
eration is required, the United States should be 
seeking to leverage allies’ specific niche strengths 
that can generate the greatest payoff. For exam-
ple, East Asian allies are well-positioned to 
contribute on technology, Singapore on financial 
transactions, Australia on energy and agriculture 
supply chains, and so forth.

Rather than prioritising efforts to build an inter-re-
gional Europe-Asia coalition, the United States 
should instead devote its attention to sustaining 
the promising progress in strengthening intra-re-
gional cooperation amongst allies. For exam-
ple, Madrid provided an unexpected venue for 
the United States, South Korea, and Japan to 
reinforce their coordination, reflected in the first 
trilateral leaders’ meeting in almost five years. 
The United States should further facilitate and 
encourage stronger intra-regional cooperation 
among Australia, Japan, South Korea, and New 
Zealand, as well as India, Singapore, and others 
in the Indo-Pacific – and empowering these part-
ners to do so themselves – to preserve a favour-
able balance of power in the Indo-Pacific.

None of the above is to detract from the impor-
tance of the genuine solidarity on display at 
Madrid, nor to overlook the clear interests of 
Asian and European allies in networking between 
themselves and helping each other. But ulti-
mately, a more united Europe and a more united 
Asia will better safeguard their security and 
support US strategic objectives in both regions 
than a superficial melding of the two.

US efforts to strengthen 
collective defence in Europe 
won’t come free for Asia

9Dashline 
7 July 2022 
Tom Corben, United States Studies Centre

The participation of the ‘Asia Pacific 4’ — Australia, 
Japan, New Zealand, and South Korea — in the 
NATO Summit in Madrid last month has gener-
ated considerable debate about the benefits and 
shortcomings of strengthening links between 
America’s Asian and European allies. What 
received less attention, however, was the eleva-
tion of military deterrence in the Biden admin-
istration’s strategy for managing the Ukraine 
conflict. While not immediately obvious, this turn 
of events could have material consequences for 
Washington’s Asia strategy.

Indeed, US President Joe Biden used the occa-
sion to announce a range of “additional actions 
to strengthen NATO’s deterrence and defence”. 
Most of these new commitments centred around 
ground forces, including additional force rota-
tions through the Baltics and deploying more 
air defence to Germany and Italy. However, 
they also included significant air force and naval 
components. Two additional Arleigh Burke-class 
destroyers will be deployed to Rota Naval Base 
in Spain by 2024, bringing the total number there 
to six. Biden also announced the deployment 
of two squadrons of F-35A Joint Strike Fighters 
to Lakenheath Air Base in the United Kingdom 
— though it is not entirely clear whether these 
are permanent or rotational deployments, or 
a repackaging of long-planned deployments 
already in motion.

These announcements follow on the heels of 
other new or extended air and naval deploy-
ments in recent months, and surging security 
assistance to allies and partners on the frontlines 
of Russian aggression. Indeed, the total value 
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of US military assistance delivered to Ukraine 
since the Biden administration took office has 
now exceeded USD 8 billion, including thou-
sands of anti-aircraft and anti-armour muni-
tions, nearly 130 field artillery pieces, and, most 
recently, advanced air defence and precision 
strike systems. In short, all of the above highlight 
the growing number of sophisticated US mili-
tary systems being forward-deployed across 
Europe, whether American-operated or other-
wise. Regardless of whether America’s Indo-Pa-
cific allies and partners believe these decisions to 
be strategically sound, the reality is that new or 
expanded hard power commitments to Europe 
will have real material consequences for US force 
posture and security assistance programmes in 
Asia.

Prioritisation in context

The administration’s initial approach to the crisis 
in Ukraine, pivoting on “economic punishment, 
allied burden-sharing, and [supporting] resist-
ance by local forces”, was commended for its 

restraint. But as my colleague and I cautioned 
earlier this year, there were always risks that the 
scale of America’s military support for Ukraine 
could “slip beyond Biden’s original articulation 
of limited [US] interests”, with consequences for 
resourcing Washington’s Indo-Pacific Strategy. In 
that sense, new US force posture commitments 
and the expanding scope of its security assis-
tance across Europe clearly demonstrate that the 
administration’s approach to the crisis is leaning 
increasingly heavily on military deterrence.

Allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific will view 
this trend with mixed feelings. On the posi-
tive side, Washington’s response to the war in 
Ukraine to date has shown that, when roused, it 
can still mobilise unmatched military resources 
and political support against shared threats. In 
the context of America’s struggles to right-size 
its military footprint in the Middle East (quan-
titatively and qualitatively), the administration’s 
approach represents a far more prudent use of 
military resources: deploying F-35s and destroy-
ers to deter a technologically advanced adver-
sary in Europe is a much wiser use of top-shelf 
military hardware than, say, fighting insurgents in 
the Middle East. Equally important, it has shown 
that the Biden administration’s consistent rheto-
ric regarding the value it places on its traditional 
alliances is genuine, that it can no longer ‘do’ 
deterrence alone, and that collective efforts are 
required.

Besides, the basic idea that these latest commit-
ments to Europe should have been straight-
swapped to Asia instead mischaracterises the 
bigger strategic picture that the United States 
must deal with. Some see Ukraine as a distraction 
from resourcing more pressing deterrence chal-
lenges in Asia, and there is certainly an element 
of truth to this. But for better or worse, the depth 
of US ties and commitments to Europe make 
such a snap-shift in focus away from the conti-
nent highly unlikely. Furthermore, beyond the 
moral and normative justifications for supporting 

US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin holds a press conference during the 
defence ministers’ meetings at NATO headquarters, October 2022 (Getty)
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Ukraine, America’s ability to stay focused on Asia 
depends in large part on keeping events on the 
European continent in hand. In fact, one could 
argue that exhausting Russian military power 
by proxy is sensible opportunism, given that 
US strategy in recent years has sought to pivot 
away from the ‘two-front’ war problem — that 
is, the chance that America may have to defend 
against Chinese and Russian aggression in Asia 
and Europe at the same time — that has long 
animated America’s military planners.

What will frustrate many in Asia, however, is 
that the urgency evident in these new commit-
ments to collective defence in Europe is yet to 
be mirrored in parallel efforts in the Indo-Pacific. 
This is not a new phenomenon: when one looks 
at the distribution of US force posture and secu-
rity assistance between global theatres over the 
last two decades, it is quite clear that Asia has 
repeatedly lost out to Europe and the Middle 
East — even as the balance of power in Asia has 
tilted rapidly in China’s favour. Granted, the Biden 
administration has said all the right things about 
the Indo-Pacific being its “priority theatre” and 
has proposed, or persisted with, a range of initi-
atives designed to get after different aspects of 
strategic competition in the region.

But slow progress on implementing these lines 
of effort — whether right-sizing the Pentagon’s 
flagship Pacific Deterrence Initiative or empow-
ering regional allies to better manage their own 
affairs — predated the conflict in Ukraine, leav-
ing many question marks hanging over Amer-
ica’s ability to truly prioritise Asia in a worsen-
ing global security environment. In that respect, 
Indo-Pacific allies and partners will also be wary 
of the material pressures — on both America and 
themselves — that could well result from redou-
bled US commitments to European deterrence. 
Indeed, the administration’s decision to shift the 
goalposts for success vis-à-vis Ukraine (from 
initially repelling Russia’s invasion to weakening 
its long-term national power via proxy) carries 

with it risks for what many see as an already 
under-resourced Asia strategy. In short, increas-
ing demand for a stronger US military presence 
and greater numbers of advanced capabilities 
in Europe are, in one way or another, directly in 
competition with demand signals coming from 
the Indo-Pacific.

Growing competition for 
limited resources

Washington is by no means deaf to the wants of 
its regional allies for more high-end deterrence 
capabilities. US Indo-Pacific Commander Admi-
ral John Aquilino recently flagged the possibility 
of more F-22 and F-35 forward deployments to 
key operating locations in Asia, while “dynamic 
force deployments” of fifth-generation aircraft to 
the region for joint exercises with frontline allies 
operating similar platforms 
are growing in frequency. 
Rather, longer deploy-
ments and higher opera-
tional tempos of top-shelf 
assets in both Europe and 
Asia will create additional 
operation and maintenance 
costs — the sort that the 
Department of Defence has 
already struggled to keep 
on top of. Furthermore, Congressional lawmak-
ers will reportedly seek a further expansion of 
the European Deterrence Initiative, which has 
attracted over USD 30 billion in dedicated fund-
ing since 2015, a move which could yet see the 
number and sophistication of advanced capabil-
ities deployed to the region increase.

The ‘success’ of deterrence is notoriously difficult 
to measure; less so are the quantities of advanced 
US capabilities being sought by frontline allies 
and partners in Europe. Whether by drawdowns 
from Pentagon stockpiles or through expanded 
foreign military sales, Washington’s evident 
willingness to meet these demands could see 

WHAT WILL FRUSTRATE 
MANY IN ASIA, HOWEVER, 
IS THAT THE URGENCY 
EVIDENT IN THESE NEW 
COMMITMENTS TO 
COLLECTIVE DEFENCE 
IN EUROPE IS YET 
TO BE MIRRORED IN 
PARALLEL EFFORTS IN 
THE INDO-PACIFIC. 
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Indo-Pacific countries face heightened competi-
tion for access to advanced weaponry. Evidence 
suggests this is already happening. Taiwanese 
officials say they expect delays to deliveries of 
surface-to-air missiles and self-propelled howit-
zers due to “tight” production constraints in the 
US and “changes in the international situation” 
(read: demand from Ukraine).

Competition does not come from Kyiv alone, 
either. Australia’s recent request for 20 High 
Mobility Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS) 
launchers is dwarfed by Poland’s request for 

a whopping 500 such 
systems, while Ukraine has 
received twelve config-
ured HIMARS batteries 
and hundreds of rounds 
of ammunition since June. 
Couple these and other 
demands for advanced 
weaponry with the well-
known capacity challenges 
afflicting the US defence 
industrial base — and the 
absence of a cohesive strat-

egy to address those problems — it is clear that 
customers of US military sales in Asia will face 
stiffer competition for a place at the head of the 
queue in the years ahead.

None of the above is to detract from the merit or 
necessity of shoring up US posture in Europe and 
empowering frontlines allies and partners there 
to defend themselves, nor take away from the 
potential long-term strategic pay-offs of sapping 
Russian power. Many of America’s Indo-Pacific 
allies and partners appreciate these points. But 
they are also tired of waiting for the United States 
to show the urgency it has shown in Europe — 
historically and contemporaneously — in their 
own region. It is this sort of mindset, as much as 
the allocation of new military resources them-
selves, that America’s allies and partners in Asia 
would like to see in deed, not just in word.

Explainer: The foreign 
policy implications of the 
2022 US midterms

26 October 2022 
Tom Corben, Alice Nason and Peter K. 
Lee, United States Studies Centre

The US Congress wields considerable influence 
over US engagement with the world. Though 
US foreign policy is primarily directed from the 
White House, it is Congress that has oversight and 
final approval of a range of key policies, includ-
ing international treaties, departmental budgets 
for defence and diplomacy, and trade agree-
ments. While politics may nominally stop at the 
water’s edge, intensifying polarisation between 
the Republican and Democratic Parties will be an 
operational reality for the 118th Congress.

A hostile Congress would have significant impli-
cations for the speed and scale at which the 
Biden administration pursues key foreign policy 
priorities, including military support for Ukraine, 
competition with China, trade and technol-
ogy statecraft, and climate change. To be sure, 
bipartisanship is not doomed on every issue. 
But with the Republican Party expected to take 
control of the House of Representatives and the 
likely makeup of the Senate still uncertain, the 
Biden administration may face an uphill battle 
in pursuing components of its foreign and secu-
rity policy objectives for the rest of its first term. 
This explainer discusses how the upcoming 
2022 midterm elections are likely to lead to more 
conditional congressional support for Biden 
administration requests for Ukraine funding, 
more escalatory legislative proposals regarding 
Taiwan, pushback on the Biden administration’s 
trade cooperation efforts, and increased framing 
of climate change through the lens of strategic 
competition.

MANY OF AMERICA’S 
INDO-PACIFIC ALLIES AND 
PARTNERS APPRECIATE 
THESE POINTS. BUT 
THEY ARE ALSO TIRED 
OF WAITING FOR THE 
UNITED STATES TO 
SHOW THE URGENCY IT 
HAS SHOWN IN EUROPE 
— HISTORICALLY AND 
CONTEMPORANEOUSLY 
— IN THEIR OWN REGION.
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Support for Ukraine

To date, US lawmakers across the aisle have been 
united in their support for Ukraine’s defence 
and, more recently, counter-offensives against 
Russia’s invasion. Voting records on the three 
major Ukraine aid packages passed this year 
indicate that support has been more bipartisan 
than reporting suggests. In both the House and 
the Senate, Republican opposition has been 
strongest when aid packages were embedded 
in more expansive government funding legisla-
tion. The rationale for Republican opposition has 
ranged from insufficient oversight and perceived 
shortfalls in the amount or type of military aid 
on offer, to arguments that the money would be 
better spent on Southern border security, hurri-
cane relief, or countering China in the Indo-Pa-
cific. However, when supplemental aid packages 
have been proposed as stand-alone legislation, 
Republican opposition has been low.

A Republican-controlled Congress is likely to 
continue to support Ukraine but may take a 
different approach to its prioritisation relative to 
other challenges. Indeed, should the Republi-
cans retake the House, commentators and lead-
ing House GOP figures alike have warned that 
pockets of opposition within the party may find 
ways to frustrate otherwise broad consensus on 
economic and military aid to Ukraine. Prospec-
tive Republican House speaker Kevin McCarthy 
(R-CA) anticipates as much, and is likely to face 
the same challenges that beset former speakers 
John Boehner and Paul Ryan in controlling an 
increasingly vocal minority in the party opposed 
to issuing a “blank check” for such funding. In 
this context, the size, substance, and longevity of 
future US commitments to Ukraine in a Repub-
lican-led Congress are somewhat uncertain. 
Subsequently, President Biden has said that he 
is “worried” about the future of aid to Ukraine 
should Republicans secure a majority in the 
midterms.

The Biden administration’s near-term capacity 
to fund the Ukrainian war effort is secured until 
mid-December 2022 by the September contin-
uing resolution. However, the outlook beyond 
December is less certain. Though most Amer-
icans support US assistance to Ukraine, polling 
attests that support is weaker among Republi-
cans. Pew Research Center polling from Septem-
ber shows that, though most Americans continue 
to support US assistance to Ukraine, Republi-
can voters are becoming more likely to see 
the United States as providing too much aid to 
Ukraine rather than too little. Over the course of 
the conflict, concerns about declining congres-
sional and public support for Kyiv have seemingly 
been staved off by successful Ukrainian offen-
sives against Russian-held positions. However, 
with the conflict expected to fall into a holding 
pattern over the European winter, bipartisan 
support could wane in the absence of clear and 
verifiable gains.

Strategic competition with China

China policy is another area where there is little 
daylight between most Democrats and Repub-
licans, something that’s unlikely to change even 
with a power shift in Congress. Senior Repub-
licans across several key Senate and House 
committees have vowed to maintain a “laser 
focus” on pressing China-related issues, including 
cyber threats, export controls and supply chain 
diversification, space competition, and military 
and diplomatic support for Taiwan. Indeed, there 
is strong bipartisan support in the Senate for a 
China Grand Strategy Commission, which would, 
over two years, develop a whole-of-government 
approach to guide Washington’s relationship 
with Beijing. Such bipartisanship will likely be 
encouraged following the first reports of Chinese 
social media influence operations in the United 
States – in this instance, designed to disrupt the 
mid-terms.
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Bipartisanship notwithstanding, Republicans may 
take even more assertive, forward-leaning posi-
tions on issues related to China than Democrats 
have over the last two years. Under a Republi-
can majority, the Biden administration would 
find itself with fewer political levers to temper 
congressional initiatives than it has to date. Differ-
ences in recent legislation intended to bolster US 
support for Taiwan are a case in point. The Taiwan 
Policy Act spearheaded by Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee Chair Bob Menendez (D-NJ) for 
inclusion in the FY23 National Defense Authoriza-
tion Act (NDAA) proposed, among other things, 
US$6.5 billion in Foreign Military Financing (FMF) 
for Taipei out to FY27, and to treat Taiwan as if it 
were a major non-NATO ally without formally 
recognising it as such.

By contrast, the Taiwan Deterrence Act put 
forward by House Republicans proposed 

increasing Taiwan’s FMF funding to US$10 
billion, renaming the Taipei Economic and 
Cultural Representative Office in Washington 
the ‘Taiwan Representative Office’, elevating 
the most senior US diplomat in Taiwan through 
Senate confirmation, and formally designating 
Taiwan as a major non-NATO ally. The Repub-
licans’ more controversial proposals, particu-
larly formalising language that would have raised 
questions around US recognition of Taiwanese 
sovereignty, were omitted from the Menendez 
bill and the latest version of the Senate Armed 
Services Committee’s NDAA submission follow-
ing consultations between leading Democrats 
and the White House to ensure that the bill’s 
language remained “consistent with the Taiwan 
Relations Act.”, though lawmakers across the aisle 
supported lifting FMF allocations for Taiwan to 
US$10 billion. It’s unlikely that these provisions 
will change much ahead of a full Senate vote on 

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi talks with Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell as Senate Minority Leader Chuck 
Schumer talks with House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy and House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer in 2019 (Getty)
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the legislation in November. But going forward, 
a Republican majority in Congress less sensitive 
to the White House’s preferences could create 
additional headaches for the administration in 
managing an already fraught US-China relation-
ship.

Trade and technology statecraft

Ever since a wave of protectionist sentiment saw 
both Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton walk 
away from the Trans-Pacific Partnership in their 
2016 presidential campaigns, both parties have 
struggled to divine a robust economic strategy 
for the Indo-Pacific. Intra-party polarisation on 
trade policy has continued, with the Republi-
can Party split between free traders supportive 
of open markets and pro-Trump protectionists 
while the Democratic Party is similarly divided 
between liberal internationalists and protectionist 
unionists. The Biden administration’s capacity to 
lead on trade requires significant congressional 
buy-in.

After over a year of regional consultations, the 
Biden administration unveiled its Indo-Pa-
cific Economic Framework (IPEF) in May 2022, 
framed as an effort to shape the “rules of the 
road” on economic cooperation in the Indo-Pa-
cific. Ahead of the midterm elections, IPEF has 
come under fire from both Democrats and 
Republicans. Republican Senators including 
John Thune (R-SD) and Mike Crapo (R-ID) claim 
that IPEF is insufficiently ambitious in reducing 
tariffs and lacks “market-opening initiatives” that 
would benefit US businesses. Meanwhile, Demo-
crats such as Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) and Rosa 
DeLauro (D-CT) have criticised the inclusion of 
“nations with autocratic governments and terrible 
human and labour rights practices” that under-
mine workers’ rights.

Assistant US Trade Representative Wendy Cutler 
wrote in a recent USSC Debate Paper series, 
“Many, if not all, of the IPEF results may not 

need US congressional approval, which history 
has shown can take several years.” That being 
said, history shows that the White House can 
still implement important international trade poli-
cies even when its party does not have a major-
ity in Congress. It is worth recalling that, despite 
losing the House and the Senate in the 2010 and 
2014 midterm elections, respectively, the Obama 
administration was able to sign onto the TPP in 
2016.

The key mechanism that made this possible was 
Congress enacting Trade Promotion Authority 
(TPA) laws to prevent members of Congress from 
amending trade agreements 
before voting on them. While 
these laws expired in July 
2021, the Biden administra-
tion has not yet sought to 
renew TPA, which suggests it 
does not plan to seek formal 
trade agreements requir-
ing congressional approval. 
Cumulatively, any IPEF achievements by the 
White House between now and the end of 2024 
risk being overturned by a future Republican 
president.

On technology, both Republicans and Demo-
crats have backed US policies to protect strate-
gically important industries. The Biden admin-
istration’s efforts to shore up key manufacturing 
sectors like semiconductors under the CHIPS Act 
received strong support in both the House (243-
187) and Senate (64-33). All the same, economic 
and technology policy is likely to remain a key 
battleground for Democrats and Republicans to 
prove their toughness on China. In that context, 
the introduction of “watershed” technology 
export controls by the Commerce Department 
in early October supports the administration’s 
narrative of “toughness” of standing up for US 
industries. But this also raises the bar for future 
actions intended to signal the same position, 
including in Congress.

AHEAD OF THE MIDTERM 
ELECTIONS, THE BIDEN 
ADMINISTRATION’S 
INDO-PACIFIC ECONOMIC 
FRAMEWORK HAS COME 
UNDER FIRE FROM 
BOTH DEMOCRATS 
AND REPUBLICANS.
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Climate change

A change in party control of Congress will have 
major implications for the implementation of 
the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) and the scale 
and scope of American climate initiatives in the 
coming years. 

Climate action is a signature issue of both the 
Democratic Party platform and President Biden’s 
legislative agenda. Climate issues are of critical 
significance to the Democratic base, eight in 10 
of whom say climate change is very important 

to their vote. The Demo-
cratic majority has decid-
edly advanced congressional 
climate spending through 
the IRA, the most significant 
piece of climate legislation 
to be passed in decades, 
and the CHIPS and Science 
Act, which directed an esti-
mated US$67 billion towards 
the growth of zero-carbon 
industries and climate-rele-
vant research. Subsequently, 
the Democratic Party in 2022 

receives a 21-point advantage in public trust to 
handle climate change, the largest Democratic 
advantage on any issues polled in a recent Wash-
ington Post-ABC News analysis.

In recent years, the Republican Party has shifted 
its position somewhat on climate and the envi-
ronment. The number of outright deniers of 
climate change within the party is on the decline. 
The Conservative Climate Caucus, founded by 
Rep. John Curtis (R-UT) in 2021, acknowledges 
that human-caused climate change is a global 
issue. However, Republican members insist that 
abandoning fossil fuels is economically damag-
ing and unnecessary and continue to focus their 
policies on local adaptation rather than mitigation 
efforts. The Brookings Institution found that, of 

the few Republican candidates in the Congres-
sional midterm primaries who did discuss 
climate change, 15 per cent spoke of it as a “hoax”. 
The share of Republican voters who view stricter 
environmental laws and regulations as worth the 
cost has declined dramatically in recent years.

In the absence of the majority they have enjoyed 
for the past two years, Democrats will struggle to 
pass comprehensive climate policy. For example, 
the IRA was passed entirely along party lines, with 
82 per cent of Republican-leaning voters viewing 
President Biden’s climate agenda as taking the 
country in the wrong direction. Infighting over 
climate issues and a determination to obstruct 
Biden’s agenda will undoubtedly frustrate such 
initiatives under a Republican-led Congress. 
Republicans could take advantage of their over-
sight over spending to slow the implementation 
of the IRA. If Republicans gain a filibuster-proof 
majority in the Senate (60 out of 100 seats), 
reversing certain provisions is certainly possi-
ble. Moreover, with control over the legislative 
agenda in Congress, Republicans could devote 
more attention and resources to the domestic 
production of oil and gas.

In sum, under Republican leadership, climate 
policy will likely be limited to targeted, piecemeal 
policies. Any legislation passed associated with 
climate action will be driven by a determination 
to successfully compete with China and reduce 
global dependence on Russian oil and gas. 
Following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Republi-
can officials have promoted global carbon border 
fees as a means to undercut the profitability 
of Russia’s oil and gas exports. There is broad 
support in both parties for investing in domes-
tic, alternative energy sources. For this reason, 
the CHIPS and Science Act ultimately achieved 
bipartisan support. Historically, there has been 
Republican support for technologies like clean 
hydrogen, nuclear energy, and carbon capture.

IF THE DEMOCRATS ARE 
ABLE TO SUCCESSFULLY 
INCREASE THEIR 
MAJORITY IN THE 
SENATE, THEY COULD 
INCREASE THE AMBITION 
OF THEIR CLIMATE 
POLICY, LESS DEPENDENT 
ON SWING VOTERS SUCH 
AS SENATE ENERGY AND 
NATURAL RESOURCES 
CHAIR JOE MANCHIN TO 
PASS SUCH LEGISLATION.
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With a majority in either the House or Senate or 
both, the Republicans have pledged to vigorously 
investigate the Environmental Protection Agency, 
particularly on regulations and policies they 
consider as impeding the use of US fossil fuels. 
Republicans could revisit their efforts to oppose 
the US re-joining the Paris Climate Accords; at 
the time of President Biden’s executive order, a 
group of Republican senators demanded, unsuc-
cessfully, that the proposal be submitted for the 
approval of two-thirds of the Senate. The stabil-
ity of US membership to any international treaty 
does require the buy-in of Congress, and the 
majority of Republican-leaning voters do not 
support US participation in international climate 
change efforts.

Conversely, if the Democrats are able to success-
fully increase their majority in the Senate, they 
could increase the ambition of their climate 
policy, less dependent on swing voters such 
as Senate Energy and Natural Resources Chair 
Joe Manchin (D-WV) to pass such legisla-
tion. However, under current projections this is 
unlikely.

Implications for the Indo-Pacific

The priorities of the 118th US Congress, under 
any party’s control, will differ in key respects from 
the interests of Indo-Pacific allies and partners, 
including Australia. While the region has broadly 
supported the strong US military assistance to 
Ukraine, the strains such support places on the 
US defence industrial base are also being closely 
watched. The intensification of US economic and 
technology competition with China is leaving 
many allies and partners caught in the crossfire 
of unilateral tariffs and export controls, and the 
administration’s record of consultation with these 
states ahead of implementing these measures is 
patchy. The progression of climate legislation will 
set the agenda for alliance cooperation through-
out the region, and the recent National Security 

Strategy’s commitment to working with China 
on climate action will have major implications 
for the Indo-Pacific.

In the past, US presidents who lost congressional 
majorities tended to look overseas to cement 
their legacies on foreign policy issues. A divided 
or Republican-controlled Congress is likely to 
increase the chances of domestic political grid-
lock on important Asia-relevant legislation and 
limit the Biden administration’s bandwidth to 
answer challenges to US regional leadership. The 
remainder of President Biden’s first term could 
well be preoccupied with contentious calls for 
his impeachment, and bitterly fought judicial 
cases in the Supreme Court. Further domes-
tic distraction would impede the delivery of the 
many promises made and initiatives proposed 
to its Indo-Pacific allies over the past two years, 
especially those that require significant work at 
the domestic level in the US to be fully realised – 
not least AUKUS.
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South Korea’s bind between North 
Korea and US China strategy

The East Asia Forum 
6 March 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

South Korea has at times seemed like a lonely 
reed refusing to sway with the geopolitical winds 
blowing across Northeast Asia. While the United 
States and its allies and partners have slowly 
strengthened cooperation with each other in 
response to China’s coercion, South Korea under 
President Moon Jae-in has been more circum-
spect about its alignment preferences. Moon’s 
election pledge to create ‘a friendly, peaceful 
and cooperative environment in Northeast Asia’ 
may not have come to pass, but he charted his 
own way through five years of nuclear crises, 
summitry, trade wars, diplomatic disputes and 
rising regional tensions.

To his supporters, Moon saved the Korean 
Peninsula from nuclear war in 2017 and achieved 
detente with North Korea through visionary 

summits. He preserved the alliance with the 
United States during the Trump era, repaired 
relations with China after the THAAD crisis, stood 
up to Japan, elevated Southeast Asia’s standing, 
and brought South Korea closer to the dream of 
self-reliant defence.

To his critics, Moon’s engagement with North 
Korea failed to make any headway on denuclear-
isation while getting side-tracked by an end-of-
war declaration. For his efforts to resume aid 
and joint projects, he was rewarded with the 
destruction of the Inter-Korean Liaison Office. 
His ‘balanced diplomacy’ between the United 
States and China was excessively deferential to 
both, rather than principled and firm.

Time will tell which of these narratives was more 
accurate. Like in other countries, the upcoming 
9 March presidential election will be largely 
decided on domestic issues — including the 
COVID-19 response, small business recovery, 
housing affordability, income inequality, social 
polarisation, gender conflicts, as well as the usual 
personal and family scandals of South Korean 
politics. 

ASIAN SECURITY

Democratic Party candidate Lee Jae-myung (left) and People Power Party candidate Yoon Suk Yeol (right) during 
the 2022 Korean presidential election (Yonhap News)
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But the foreign policy stakes in the election are 
higher than they have been in over a decade. 
There are four prominent candidates in this year’s 
race — Lee Jae-myung, a progressive former 
mayor and provincial governor, Yoon Seok-youl, 
a conservative former prosecutor-general, Ahn 
Cheol-soo, a centrist tech entrepreneur, and 
Sim Sang-jung, leader of the minor progressive 
Justice Party.

The candidates have set out mostly predictable 
foreign policy pledges, including which capi-
tal they would first visit if elected, whether to 
continue Moon’s inter-Korean policy, the role of 
nuclear deterrence and nuclear energy, and how 
to reform the military. While the progressive Lee 
has carefully distanced himself from many of 
Moon’s domestic policies, he has promised to 
mostly stay the course on foreign and defence 
policy. Meanwhile, Yoon has promised a globalist 
foreign policy more reminiscent of the conserva-
tive Lee Myung-bak (2008–2013) era than the Park 
Geun-hye (2013–2017) administration.

While polls have Lee and Yoon in a close race, 
the centrist Ahn has also polled between 8 per 
cent and 17 per cent, potentially making him the 
kingmaker, or spoiler. Although unlikely to win, 
his eclectic base reflects the dissatisfaction that 
many continue to have about the two frontrun-
ners. The last-minute merger between Ahn and 
Yoon on 3 March in favour of Yoon will make the 
final days of the election a cliffhanger.

But the biggest challenge facing whoever wins 
the Blue House on 9 March will be reconciling 
the North Korean issue with the region’s shifting 
geopolitics towards China. South Korean leaders 
on both the left and right have long claimed that 
North Korea’s denuclearisation was the foremost 
priority for the region and world peace.

Yet North Korea is increasingly of secondary 
importance to the United States. The latest US 
Indo-Pacific Strategy report devoted two full 
paragraphs to China followed by a list of ‘other 

major challenges’ like climate change’s effects on 
South Asia and the Pacific Islands, as well as the 
pandemic, and only then North Korea.

This has overturned the logic of the South Korea–
US alliance. The United States is increasingly 
debating how the alliance and its 28,500 troops 
stationed in South Korea fit into a regional force 
posture focused on China. The United States is 
actively trying to revive its longstanding efforts 
at closer South Korea–US–Japan trilateral coop-
eration, but also broaden it beyond an exclusive 
North Korea focus.

Recent trilateral talks and joint statements 
between the three countries’ defence and foreign 
ministers have explicitly referenced ‘preserving 
peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait’. This 
builds on last year’s Moon–Biden summit, where 
the joint statement was swiftly condemned by 
China after being the first to mention Taiwan.

But how far is Seoul willing to reorient the alliance 
and its own capabilities beyond the peninsula at 
the risk of antagonising China? One of the ‘three 
no’s’ that Seoul promised Beijing to resolve the 
THAAD crisis was not to form a trilateral alliance 
with the United States and Japan. The subse-
quent collapse in South Korean attitudes towards 
China — which is now viewed more unfavourably 
than Japan — suggests a tougher stance against 
Beijing would enjoy broad domestic support.

The next South Korean president will face a diffi-
cult conundrum between North Korea and China. 
Their choices will inform South Korea’s position 
on the Indo-Pacific, wartime operational control, 
trilateral cooperation with Japan, participation 
in groupings like the Quad, and prospects for 
deeper cooperation with partners like Australia. 
Forget the winds, the monsoon may be coming. 
The time when Seoul could primarily pursue its 
relations with great powers through the lens of 
the 38th parallel, which divides the peninsula, is 
over.
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Australia and South Korea: 
Resetting middle power ambitions

The Diplomat 
16 June 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre and 
Sarah Teo, Nanyang Technological University

In recent years, scholars have debated the appar-
ent lack of diplomatic leadership by “middle 
powers” like Australia and South Korea on the 
international stage. Such pessimism should be 
reconsidered, however, in light of new adminis-
trations in both Canberra and Seoul. It is worth 
assessing if and how two of the Indo-Pacific’s 
most prominent middle powers might once again 
pursue creative and ambitious statecraft.

Early indications hint at opportunities that the 
governments of Australian Prime Minister 
Anthony Albanese and Korean President Yoon 
Suk Yeol could capitalise on to rethink their 
respective countries’ alignment toward the 
great powers, strengthen their roles in regional 
arrangements and institutions, and renew their 
global activism.

Stronger support for the US?

Like several of their regional counterparts, 
Australia and South Korea have faced difficulties 
in trying to navigate their security alliances with 
the United States and economic interdepend-
ence with China. Both countries could leverage 
the opening afforded by their new leaderships 
to reset or reinforce their relations with the great 
powers.

US President Joe Biden’s May trip to Seoul 
set some high expectations for the kind of role 
Washington wants South Korea to play going 
forward. The United States is looking for a more 
proactive South Korea that will contribute its 
economic, military, and technological edge to 

a regional balancing agenda vis-à-vis China. 
However, although Seoul is expected to rethink 
its “strategic ambiguity” and align more closely 
with the United States under Yoon, the new 
administration has so far been cautious about 
expanding the alliance’s mission to also deal with 
China.

Meanwhile, Albanese has promised to stay the 
course in terms of Australia’s close alliance with 
the United States. Policy continuity is expected 
on most issues of Australia-US relations, such as 
the Enhanced Force Posture Initiatives, deeper 
technological cooperation, and implementing 
the AUKUS partnership. The new Labor govern-
ment has also been at pains to emphasise that it 
will not offer any concessions but will partake in 
“much less … chest beating” in its relations with 
China.

It would therefore be easy to assume that 
Australia and South Korea will simply continue 
to follow the general contours of their respective 
strategies toward the great powers. However, 
potential strategic surprises could very quickly 
trigger new alignment postures by Albanese and 
Yoon. For Australia, if a re-elected Donald Trump 
presidency abandoned the AUKUS partnership, it 
would force a profound re-evaluation of Austral-
ia’s current strategic policy choices. For South 
Korea, a new dispute with China could compel 
Yoon’s hand to take a hard line in light of his crit-
icism of the previous administration’s handling 
of the 2016-17 THAAD crisis.

Enhanced role in regional 
arrangements and institutions?

The rise of groupings like the Quad and AUKUS, 
as well as Chinese-led economic initiatives 
and various ASEAN-plus arrangements, have 
made for a more crowded regional institutional 
landscape. As middle powers that are individ-
ually unable to influence decision-making but 
could collectively have a significant impact, both 
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Canberra and Seoul will no doubt pursue greater 
engagement in the various platforms that would 
amplify their voices and roles in the region.

In contrast to the previous South Korean govern-
ment’s ambivalence towards exclusive US-led 
arrangements, Yoon has doubled down on the 
importance of cooperating with like-minded 
partners and plans to release its own Indo-Pa-
cific Strategy. Seoul may not be set to formally 
join the Quad, but the door remains open to its 
participation in some of its working groups. The 
Yoon administration’s keenness to mend bilat-
eral relations with Tokyo also suggests that there 
could be more instances of groupings involving 
the two countries in support of a free and open 
Indo-Pacific.

The Albanese government has been quick to 
reaffirm its support for the Quad, with the prime 
minister visiting Tokyo for the Quad summit only 
days after the federal election and before he had 
even finalised his ministry. Australia is scheduled 
to host the next Quad Summit in 2023, accom-
panied by the emergence of an “ambitious and 
diverse” Quad agenda that boasts a range of initi-
atives. Beyond the Quad, Australia will arguably 
continue to prize its participation in the various 
trilateral groupings, such as with India and France 
as well as with Japan and the United States, in 
realising its preferred regional order.

Alongside their interest in smaller groupings, 
Australia and South Korea are also expected to 
recalibrate their engagement with ASEAN. On 
the heels of the ASEAN-Australia Comprehen-
sive Strategic Partnership established in 2021, 
Labor has announced several initiatives focused 
on Southeast Asia, including an extra A$470 
million in aid and development assistance and 
the appointment of an ASEAN Special Envoy. 
Meanwhile, the new South Korean government 
has indicated a potential modification of its 
predecessor’s New Southern Policy to include 
“a strengthened strategy aspect,” perhaps beef-

ing up its niche in defence industry cooperation 
with selected Southeast Asian partners.

Australia and South Korea can still influence the 
shape of the region’s minilateral and multilateral 
groupings. Australia has been at pains to empha-
sise the Quad’s positive contributions to regional 
public goods rather than just being a platform 
for containing China, and South Korea’s engage-
ment on specific Quad initiatives will reinforce 
the grouping’s openness. Australia and South 
Korea’s deepening defence cooperation with 
Southeast Asia, particularly in capacity build-
ing, similarly highlights the important value that 
middle powers can bring as 
equal partners with South-
east Asia beyond a China-US 
binary.

Renewal of global 
activism?

Australia and South Korea will 
also have a chance to renew 
their global diplomatic activ-
ism in light of challenges such 
as climate change, pandemic 
recovery, and emerging tech-
nologies. From the United Nations to major inter-
national treaties, persistent effort and coalition 
building have been widely associated with the 
behavioural expectations of what it means to 
be a middle power. The invitations for Australia 
and South Korea to participate in the 2021 G-7 
Summit and 2022 NATO Summit certainly reflect 
the expectations regarding middle-power contri-
butions to global agendas.

Against this backdrop, Yoon has called South 
Korea a “global pivotal state” in an updated inter-
pretation of former President Lee Myung-bak’s 
“global Korea” concept. This suggests that South 
Korea will engage in a concerted attempt to raise 
its international profile, which could also involve 
Seoul’s bid for a non-permanent seat on the U.N. 

IN CONTRAST TO THE 
PREVIOUS SOUTH 
KOREAN GOVERNMENT’S 
AMBIVALENCE TOWARDS 
EXCLUSIVE US-LED 
ARRANGEMENTS, YOON 
HAS DOUBLED DOWN 
ON THE IMPORTANCE 
OF COOPERATING 
WITH LIKE-MINDED 
PARTNERS AND PLANS 
TO RELEASE ITS OWN 
INDO-PACIFIC STRATEGY.
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Security Council for 2024–25, as well as hosting 
a future meeting of Biden’s Summit for Democ-
racy.

While Australia has steadily narrowed its global 
vision and ambitions to its immediate region, 
the new government’s focus on climate change 
will be an opportunity to renew a global level of 
engagement. After all, current Foreign Minister 
Penny Wong and others were actively involved 
in the Copenhagen climate talks over a decade 
ago under the previous Kevin Rudd govern-
ment. Moreover, Australia’s enormous potential 
in areas like hydrogen, solar, and wind can be 
aligned with South Korea’s strong expertise in 
nuclear energy to speed up the world’s energy 
transition to a zero-emissions future.

Looking ahead

Australia and South Korea certainly share many 
similarities in their foreign policy outlooks and 
approaches. Their new governments, neverthe-
less, will have to overcome several challenges in 
efforts to reset their middle-power ambitions.

Chinese pressure on the Yoon administration will 
inevitably be a careful consideration as it grad-
ually enmeshes itself in US-led regional initia-
tives. Provocations from Pyongyang may also 
draw Seoul’s attention away from the broader 
Indo-Pacific and back to the Korean Peninsula, 
while domestic sentiments in South Korea may 
complicate the government’s efforts to repair ties 
with Japan.

Likewise, Australia’s policy frameworks and the 
strong bipartisanship around them will make it 
harder to suddenly overturn existing trends. With 
the Quad and AUKUS having absorbed much of 
Australia’s limited policy bandwidth, for example, 
Labor’s promise to invest more in Southeast Asia 
and the South Pacific will require delicate adjust-
ments to an already overstretched public service. 
Ambitious global diplomacy on climate change 
will also need sustained high-level commit-
ment but the past decade of domestic political 
feuds over climate policy does not bode well for 
Australian leadership on this issue.

Such gaps between ambition and reality will not 
be easy to navigate, but both middle powers under 
their new leaderships should effectively lever-
age the rapidly shifting geopolitical dynamics to 
make a positive contribution toward regional and 
global stability. There remains a need for middle 
powers to consider fresh policy ideas and under-
take concerted advocacy if, in the words of former 
Australian foreign minister and leading advocate 
of the middle power concept Gareth Evans, “the 
world around them is to be safer, saner, more just 
and more prosperous.”

Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese and South Korean President 
Yoon Suk-yeol met in Madrid in June 2022 (Anthony Albanese/Twitter)
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More than a ‘plus one’: Korea’s 
minilateral imperative

Korea On Point 
30 June 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

Korean ambivalence towards 
allied minilateralism

One of the key objectives of the US Indo-Pa-
cific strategy today is forging a “latticework of 
strong and mutually reinforcing coalitions” with 
its allies and partners. As a result, the decades-
old Five Eyes intelligence-sharing grouping is 
being updated. The revitalised Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue has moved beyond a talk 
shop to start delivering regional public goods. 
The AUKUS partnership promises to usher in new 
levels of defence industry and technology inte-
gration among allies. These minilateral group-
ings complement the Biden administration’s 
efforts to modernise bilateral US alliances and 
partnerships as well as its own force posture in 
the region. 

What is striking about these minilateral groupings 
is that South Korea is not a member of any of 
them, despite being a US ally and a “linchpin” of 
peace and security in the region. Korean ambiv-
alence towards US-led minilateral groupings is 
most commonly attributed to fears of provok-
ing China. For example, China has characterised 
these groupings as constituting a ‘54321’ forma-
tion by the United States to “establish an Indo-Pa-
cific version of NATO.”

In addition, the pervasive threat of North Korea 
and the centrality of the ROK-US alliance in 
countering it has also limited interest in regional 
security issues. In fact, even groupings crucial to 
the defence of South Korea such as the United 
Nations Command have been the subject of 
domestic controversy. Finally, Korea’s strong 
commitment to economic and defence self-re-

liance has often placed a premium on national 
achievement over international cooperation.

The Yoon administration’s 
minilateral foray

It is therefore noteworthy that South Korea’s new 
president Yoon Suk Yeol has indicated a desire for 
closer alignment with, and potential membership 
in, US-led minilateral groupings. Only six weeks 
since his inauguration, Yoon held his first phone 
calls with the four Quad leaders, signed up to the 
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, supported 
Biden’s Summit for Democracy, promised to 
craft his own Indo-Pacific Strategy, 
and attended the NATO Summit 
alongside other Indo-Pacific allies.

But the Yoon administration has 
also been at pains to reiterate 
that its cooperation with US-led 
minilateral groupings, including 
cross-regional alliance partner-
ships with Europe, is not aimed at 
China. Yoon’s vision of Korea as a 
“global pivotal state” has instead 
emphasised Korea’s economic and technological 
strengths, rather than its military power. He has 
also focused on dealing with transnational threats 
such as climate change and pandemics, rather 
than great power threats.

Setting aside rhetorical ambiguity about China, 
the Yoon administration needs to better explain 
the rationale for what it brings to the table and 
hopes to get from minilateral partnerships. First, 
diplomatic solidarity is an important benefit 
when there are shared interests. For example, 
almost a decade ago, South Korea, Mexico, Indo-
nesia, Turkey, and Australia launched the MIKTA 
grouping of middle powers to address global 
governance challenges at the G-20 and United 
Nations. Rather than simply following the G7 
countries, Korea recognised the value of coor-
dinating with like-minded partners. Will solidarity 

WHAT IS STRIKING 
ABOUT THESE 
MINILATERAL 
GROUPINGS IS THAT 
SOUTH KOREA IS NOT 
A MEMBER OF ANY 
OF THEM, DESPITE 
BEING A US ALLY AND 
A “LINCHPIN” OF 
PEACE AND SECURITY 
IN THE REGION.
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with the Quad members or other US treaty allies 
offer similar payoffs today?

Second, minilateral groupings can leverage the 
unique strengths of their members to achieve 
outcomes greater than the sum of their indi-
vidual efforts. This is especially so for middle 
powers like Korea whose capacity is inherently 
constrained. For example, the Quad Vaccine 
Partnership involves each member taking the 
lead on different stages of vaccine manufactur-
ing, delivery, storage, and distribution. Similarly, 
the recently unveiled Partners in the Blue Pacific 

grouping aims to reduce dupli-
cation of aid and financing 
efforts by the South Pacific’s 
traditional partners.

Korea, the Quad, 
and AUKUS

Korea’s cooperation with allied 
minilateral partnerships could 
therefore increase its diplo-
matic standing as a valued 

US ally while maximising its regional and global 
contributions. The Quad now has working groups 
on health, climate change, infrastructure, cyber 
security, critical and emerging technologies, 
space, and maritime domain awareness. Korea 
could contribute funding and technical exper-
tise to all of them, especially where they overlap 
with Korea’s own priorities, such as renewable 
energy and climate change. Furthermore, one of 
the Quad’s newest working groups is on space, 
including sharing satellite data for environmental 
protection and collaboration on space research. 
Korea’s recent launch of its Nuri KSLV-II opens 
opportunities for minilateral cooperation beyond 
just the US-led Artemis Accords.

On the AUKUS partnership, the United States 
and the United Kingdom have agreed to help 
Australia acquire nuclear-powered submarines, 
overturning decades-old opposition to sensitive 

defence technology transfer. Often overlooked 
is that the AUKUS partnership also includes 17 
working groups on emerging technologies such 
as undersea capabilities, quantum technolo-
gies, cyber security, and hypersonic missiles. 
To respond to China’s military build-up, Korea, 
along with other technologically advanced US 
allies and partners like Japan, Taiwan, and Singa-
pore could canvass new approaches to “feder-
ated defence” procurement in naval surface and 
subsurface vessels with Australia and Southeast 
Asia. These are areas where Korea has demon-
strated expertise and manufacturing strengths 
to fill looming capability gaps among allies while 
similarly benefitting from changing US attitudes 
towards technology transfer.

Becoming more than just a ‘plus one’

Most importantly, for Korea to effectively engage 
both the Quad and AUKUS, but also other minilat-
eral partnerships ranging from Korea-US-Japan 
trilateral security cooperation to the Five Eyes 
intelligence sharing alliance, the foreign policy 
divisions within Korea must be narrowed. That is 
one of the key lessons from Australia’s engage-
ment with minilateralism over the past decade 
and why the revitalised Quad has so far weath-
ered three changes of leadership. Without bipar-
tisan support, other partners will inevitably ques-
tion the durability of Korea’s commitments.

Korea’s security and prosperity can no longer 
be ensured solely by itself or through its bilat-
eral alliance. The Yoon administration has prom-
ised “strategic clarity” in responding to US-China 
competition, a foreign policy guided by the values 
of liberal democracy and free market econ-
omy, and elevating ties with the United States 
to a “global comprehensive strategic alliance.” 
Rather than being a bystander, Korea has much 
to contribute and also much to gain by widening 
its network of trusted friends and partners and 
working together in like-minded coalitions. 

RATHER THAN BEING 
A BYSTANDER, 
KOREA HAS MUCH 
TO CONTRIBUTE AND 
ALSO MUCH TO GAIN 
BY WIDENING ITS 
NETWORK OF TRUSTED 
FRIENDS AND PARTNERS 
AND WORKING 
TOGETHER IN LIKE-
MINDED COALITIONS. 
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A K-arsenal of democracy? 
South Korea and US allied 
defence procurement

War on the Rocks 
15 August 2022 
Peter K. Lee and Tom Corben, 
United States Studies Centre

In 1940, US President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
famously declared that the United States must 
become “the great arsenal of democracy.” Today, 
that label might also apply to South Korea. As US 
allies and partners around the world build up 
their defence capabilities in the face of Russian 
and Chinese military threats, a growing number 
are turning to South Korean defence firms to fulfil 
their procurement needs. After years of incre-
mental growth in South Korean defence exports 
to states in Asia and the Middle East, South Korea 
is emerging as a major global defence industry 
player. In 2022, South Korea’s defence exports are 
expected to surpass $10 billion, representing a 177 

per cent increase over the last five-year period, 
making it the eighth-largest arms exporter in the 
world. South Korea is now offering and fulfilling 
the defence procurement needs of frontline US 
allies in the Indo-Pacific and Europe.

The emergence of what might be called the K-ar-
senal is a development that the United States 
should support. Commercial logic would posit 
South Korean defence companies as compet-
itors to US industry. But cast in a strategic light, 
Seoul’s growing ability and willingness to supply 
advanced capabilities to other US allies should 
be welcomed, particularly as the Biden admin-
istration grapples with the parallel challenges of 
resourcing military strategies in Europe and the 
Indo-Pacific while shoring up America’s own 
defence industrial capacity. Even if questions 
remain over the true extent of South Korea’s 
strategic alignment with the United States, Seoul 
is nevertheless generating strategic effects by 
arming states facing Chinese and Russian coer-
cion.

Republic of Korea Armed Forces
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South Korea joins the defence  
major league

As we have closely tracked, South Korea’s entry 
into the Australian defence industry market is 
a case in point. Earlier this year, the two coun-
tries broke ground on an AU$1 billion deal with 
Hanwha Defense to build 30 self-propelled artil-
lery howitzers and 15 armoured ammunition 
resupply vehicles in Australia, making it Austral-
ia’s first defence deal with an Asian country and 
South Korea’s first with a member of the inner 
circle of US allies. The project is seen as a prelude 
to a massive AU$27 billion contract to build up to 
450 infantry fighting vehicles, for which Hanwha 
Defense is also a finalist, that will be announced 
later this year.

According to Breaking Defense, a South Korean 
defence delegation also recently offered to 
provide Australia with its latest KSS-III conven-
tionally-powered submarines, built by Daewoo 
Shipbuilding and Marine Engineering and Hyun-
dai Heavy Industries. At “seven years from signa-
ture to delivery” these would provide an interim 
capability while Australia awaits the arrival of 
its AUKUS nuclear-powered submarines. The 
final decision will be determined by the new 
Labor government’s Force Posture Review and 
the recommendations of the AUKUS Nuclear 
Powered Submarine Taskforce in March next 
year. But the offer suggests South Korean defence 
firms see the potential for closer cooperation 
with Australia beyond armoured vehicles.

More broadly, this offer signals South Korea’s 
emergence as a source of high-end military kit 
to other US allies and partners on the frontlines 
against China and Russia. Indeed, on the other 
side of the world, three South Korean defence 
firms recently signed deals with the Polish 
government for 980 tanks from Hyundai Rotem, 
48 light attack fighters from Korea Aerospace 
Industries, and 648 self-propelled howitzers 
from Hanwha Defense in a deal estimated to be 

worth in excess of $15 billion over its lifetime. The 
deal was especially notable given Poland’s recent 
efforts to replace its Soviet-era systems with 
advanced US platforms, such as F-35 fighter jets, 
Patriot surface-to-air missile batteries, Abrams 
tanks, and most recently High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket Systems.

South Korea’s willingness to sell to Poland 
helps to offset its refusal to directly provide 
Ukraine with military equipment in addition to 
the humanitarian and non-lethal aid that it is 
already sending. Indeed, the deal could well 
benefit Ukraine. Poland provided Ukraine with 
18 of its 155mm Krabs self-propelled howitzers 
in March. The Krabs are manufactured in Poland 
in a technology-sharing agreement with Korea’s 
Hanwha Defense that utilises Hanwha’s K9 Thun-
der howitzer chassis with British turrets. Poland 
has reportedly promised to sell Ukraine a further 
60 Krabs by the end of next year. This could set a 
precedent for other European militaries that also 
field the K9, such as Norway, Estonia, Finland, 
and Turkey as they replenish and upgrade their 
inventories. In any case, the key takeaway here 
is that in both the Australian and Polish cases, 
South Korea has moved to outfit key US allies on 
the frontlines of coercion.

A long time coming, but the right  
time to arrive

South Korea’s ambitious approach to defence 
industry partnerships is the continuation of a 
longstanding quest for defence industrial self-re-
liance, something it has pursued while also being 
one of the biggest purchasers of US defence 
equipment. South Korea’s export success has 
been made possible by a combination of factors, 
including a robust domestic civil manufactur-
ing base, competitive pricing, rapid delivery 
schedules, inclusive local industry participation, 
customisation, and technology transfer arrange-
ments to allow for subsequent production by 
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partners themselves. The “K-arsenal” of K9 Thun-
der self-propelled howitzers, K21 infantry fighting 
vehicles, K2 tanks, KM-SAM missiles, and more 
are poised to equip US allies and partners with 
new high-end warfighting capabilities. These are 
only the tip of an even more ambitious domes-
tic defence modernisation program in motion, 
including KDX naval guided-missile destroyers, 
KSS-III attack submarines, KF-21 fighter jets, a 
future light aircraft carrier, and ballistic missiles, 
all being developed with an eye to future exports.

South Korea is arriving as a major global provider 
of modern military kit just as the United States 
grapples with how to resource both its own 
strategies and the requirements of its allies in 
both Europe and the Indo-Pacific. In its efforts to 
arm Ukraine, the Biden administration has made 
nine successive drawdowns from US stockpiles 
of weapons systems and munitions, amount-
ing to a significant drain on America’s reserve of 
critical warfighting tools. An industrial base that 
was already suffering from a capacity-demand 
mismatch and single-source supplier bottlenecks 
has struggled to keep pace with surging demand 
from what is ultimately a proxy conflict. To make 
matters worse, growing demands from Ukraine 
and frontline European partners for advanced US 
weapons systems are in direct competition with 
similar demands in Asia. While it is important 
not to overstate the true extent of the problem, it 
is increasingly clear that the United States alone 
cannot arm its global suite of allies and partners 
the way it once did.

“We go together” or we go around

US armaments are still the global gold standard, 
but there are not enough to go around, nor, if you 
ask many allies, are they sufficiently affordable. 
As captured by the South Korea-US alliance’s 
motto, “we go together,” this requires leaning on 
a wider pool of suppliers to help it to fill the gaps 
in allied defence capabilities. The fact is that in 

today’s world of global supply chains and multi-
national companies, there are few truly autar-
kic national defence enterprises. South Korean 
defence firms partner closely with US firms in 
components such as jet engines. They have 
also worked with companies in NATO countries 
such as Italy, Turkey, and Germany. Nonetheless, 
government customers want to build domes-
tic expertise, workforces, and infrastructure to 
produce and sustain critical defence capabilities 
on their own, even if self-sufficiency is not a real-
istic outcome.

But the US government has historically controlled 
the pace and scale at which this can happen in 
allied nations. In fact, in some 
ways, such impediments are 
factors that have propelled 
South Korea’s emergence 
as a serious defence indus-
try player. In recent years, 
US officials were expressing 
concern that South Korea 
was a competitor stealing 
US technology and making 
cheap imitations. Such was 
the level of distrust that 
in 2015 the US Congress 
banned four aircraft communications and track-
ing technologies from being shared with South 
Korea, including the Advanced Electronic Scan-
ner Array. This was due to concerns that they 
would be used in the development of South 
Korea’s indigenous KF-21 fighter jet program. 
Despite the setback, within seven years a South 
Korean defence firm eventually built a domestic 
array and is now poised to export it.

Reconciling the commercial and strategic logics 
that underpin defence industry matters is no 
easy thing, but it is increasingly necessary. Rather 
than being perceived solely as a commercial 
competitor, the United States ought to view South 
Korean defence firms as having a complemen-
tary role to play in fulfilling the defence acquisi-

SOUTH KOREA’S 
AMBITIOUS APPROACH 
TO DEFENCE INDUSTRY 
PARTNERSHIPS IS 
THE CONTINUATION 
OF A LONGSTANDING 
QUEST FOR DEFENCE 
INDUSTRIAL SELF-
RELIANCE, SOMETHING 
IT HAS PURSUED WHILE 
ALSO BEING ONE OF THE 
BIGGEST PURCHASERS OF 
US DEFENCE EQUIPMENT. 
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tion needs of key allies and partners. For exam-
ple, Australia is doubling down on off-the-shelf 
purchases of US maritime helicopters, tanks, and 
potentially nuclear-powered submarines, and 
seeking deeper integration in a joint industrial 
base with the United States. At the same time, 
successive Australian governments are commit-
ted to building sovereign industrial capabilities for 
domestic production and sustainment of priority 
systems like precision guided missiles. This is 
why Australia is building the facilities to assem-
ble the AS9 Huntsman self-propelled howitzer in 

Australia rather than just 
buying 30 K9 Thunder 
howitzers directly from 
South Korea.

Defense industry and 
strategic alignment

When major purchas-
ers of Russian mili-
tary platforms such as 
India and Vietnam were 
reluctant to condemn 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, it was a reminder 
of the complex relationship between defence 
procurement sources and strategic alignment. 
Defence contracts often generate powerful, 
and sometimes unforeseen, linkages between 
countries over time, as Australia’s falling out with 
France over its cancelled submarine contract 
clearly illustrated. At the same time, the cases of 
Sweden and Germany are reminders that states 
can foster strong defence export industries with-
out changing their foreign policy or security rela-
tionships with recipient states. A Swedish firm 
designed Australia’s Collins-class submarines 
and a German firm designed South Korea’s Jang 
Bogo-class submarines, but neither deal trans-
formed bilateral relations.

South Korea, it seems, is walking a fine line 
between these two poles. Given that South Korea 
is not a military superpower, its defence sales 

have attracted less attention on the potential stra-
tegic signals it may be broadcasting. In fact, South 
Korea’s rise as a defence industry power is likely 
quite appealing to many countries that perceive 
significant political costs to investing in Ameri-
can, Russian, or even Chinese military platforms 
but still desire high-end military kit. And amid 
persistent debate around South Korea’s apparent 
“strategic ambiguity” when it comes to US goals, 
it is also worth pointing out that buttressing the 
deterrence capabilities of other frontline allies 
and partners is a useful contribution to collec-
tive regional balancing. In this way, South Korea 
is generating strategic effects in the region even 
short of clear statements of strategic intent.

That said, there may yet be real geopolitical 
costs to South Korea’s shift towards enhanced 
defence industrial partnerships with US allies on 
the front lines of high-end strategic competition. 
This is different from arming distant partners in 
the Middle East against rivals like Iran. Even as 
successive South Korean administrations demur 
when asked to provide strategic clarity on various 
military contingencies, policymakers in Beijing 
and Moscow will not be blind to the fact that 
Seoul is nevertheless supporting the provision of 
weapons that US allies could use against them. 
While the costs might be unclear at this stage, 
the possibility of retaliation should nevertheless 
trigger serious debates about how South Korea 
can prepare for and manage any potential fallout.

Conclusion

Roosevelt’s call to arms came a year before the 
United States formally entered World War II. 
Yet he presciently recognised that the power of 
American industry would tilt the scales of the 
war. That expectation has been revived in the 
wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the 
Biden administration’s commitment to providing 
advanced weapons systems to Kiev for “as long 
as it takes.” But this endeavour, like many others, 
is one that the United States can no longer fulfil 
alone. The K-arsenal can help.

AMID PERSISTENT DEBATE 
AROUND SOUTH KOREA’S 
APPARENT “STRATEGIC 
AMBIGUITY” WHEN IT 
COMES TO US GOALS, IT IS 
ALSO WORTH POINTING OUT 
THAT BUTTRESSING THE 
DETERRENCE CAPABILITIES 
OF OTHER FRONTLINE 
ALLIES AND PARTNERS IS 
A USEFUL CONTRIBUTION 
TO COLLECTIVE 
REGIONAL BALANCING.
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Reciprocity in ROK-Australia 
military exercises

Korea On Point 
7 October 2022 
Peter K. Lee, United States Studies Centre

Military exercises between the Republic of Korea 
and Australia have historically been an unre-
quited affair, characterised by Australian activism 
and ROK ambivalence. But in recent years, the 
ROK has sent Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine 
Corps personnel and assets to participate in mili-
tary exercises hosted by Australia, many for the 
first time. What explains Seoul’s newfound will-
ingness to send its forces all the way to Australia?

 This article outlines the three strategic ration-
ales that have underpinned ROK-Australia mili-
tary exercises: inter-alliance cooperation, bilat-
eral functional interests, and regional defence 
diplomacy. It argues that new developments in 
all three rationales help explain the growing ROK 
willingness to participate in military exercises 
with Australia.

The imbalance in ROK-Australia  
military exercises

ROK-Australia military exercises have lagged 
behind other areas of their security coopera-
tion such as high-level diplomacy under their 2+2 
foreign and defence ministers’ meeting, minilat-
eral initiatives, port visits, military exchanges, and 
defence industrial cooperation. While Austral-
ian military personnel have regularly visited the 
ROK over the decades, the reverse case has been 
much rarer. This has been attributed to a range of 
reasons, including the urgency of North Korean 
crises for Seoul, fears of antagonising poten-
tial adversaries, limited resources, geographic 
distance, and differing strategic outlooks. None-
theless, there remain strong incentives for closer 
military exercises.

The alliance rationale

ROK-Australia military exercises are guided by 
three distinct strategic rationales. The alliance 
rationale focuses on strengthening their respec-
tive security ties with the United States and ensur-

ROKS Wang Geon participates in Exercise Talisman Sabre, July 2021 (Department of Defence)
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ing stability on the Korean Peninsula. The alliance 
rationale is the oldest framework for why ROK 
and Australian military forces train and exercise 
together, rooted in the United Nations Command 
(UNC). Australian personnel maintain an active 
presence on the UNC Headquarters, UNC-Rear 
in Japan, and inter-Korean border monitoring 

missions.

ROK-US alliance exer-
cises focus on signalling 
deterrence and building 
warfighting interopera-
bility. Australian partic-
ipation in such military 
exercises on the Korean 
Peninsula, therefore, 
seeks to enhance collec-
tive deterrence against 
North Korean aggression 
by exercising with allied 
forces. As such, Austral-

ian personnel have participated in past iterations 
of the large-scale ROK-US Ulchi Freedom Guard-
ian field exercises as well as the smaller amphib-
ious exercises Ssang Yong.

The alliance rationale for military exercises is 
changing as the US strategy of integrated deter-
rence pushes its allies to cooperate more closely 
with each other. For example, the 2021 ROK-Aus-
tralia 2+2 foreign and defence ministers’ meeting 
noted for the first time the bilateral relationship’s 
importance as “part of a network of alliances 
and partnerships that underpin broader regional 
stability and prosperity.” This helps to explain 
why in 2021 the ROK participated for the first time 
in the bilateral Australia-US Army Exercise Talis-
man Sabre by sending a Navy destroyer. 

The bilateral rationale

The bilateral rationale for military exercises is 
built on incremental policy cooperation as part 

of the broader ROK-Australia relationship. Polit-
ical and economic cooperation has increased 
over the years, including a free trade agreement. 
This was the underlying motivation behind the 
2009 Joint Statement on enhanced global and 
security cooperation which initiated a significant 
increase in bureaucratic dialogues, ship visits, 
personnel exchanges and training, and more. The 
key military exercise during this period was the 
biennial Navy anti-submarine warfare Exercise 
Haedoli-Wallaby, which started in 2012. However, 
Haedoli-Wallaby has been the only major bilat-
eral ROK-Australia military training activity for the 
past decade. Moreover, all exercises have taken 
place in the waters around the Korean Peninsula, 
imposing a significant burden on Australia.

The bilateral dimension to military exercises has 
been influenced less by US preferences and 
more by changes in the relationship itself. Just 
as the early 2010s defence cooperation accom-
panied bilateral interest in a free trade agree-
ment and global financial cooperation, a similar 
pattern is occurring today. The 2021 upgrading 
of ties to a comprehensive strategic partnership 
was accompanied by Australia’s acquisition of 30 
modified K9 self-propelled howitzers from the 
ROK as well as new cooperation in areas such as 
critical minerals, renewable energy, and trusted 
supply chains. In turn, bilateral military exer-
cises are beginning to catch up to other dimen-
sions of the relationship and the two countries 
announced that they would begin a bilateral 
infantry training exercise in 2023.

The regional rationale

Whereas alliance-centred exercises focus on 
deterrence with the United States and bilateral 
exercises focus on functional interests, regional 
multinational exercises seek to shape the 
Indo-Pacific strategic order through enhanced 
interoperability. The regional rationale is most 
evident in the strong normative framing of the 

ROK-US ALLIANCE 
EXERCISES FOCUS 
ON SIGNALLING 
DETERRENCE AND 
BUILDING WARFIGHTING 
INTEROPERABILITY. 
AUSTRALIAN PARTICIPATION 
IN SUCH MILITARY 
EXERCISES ON THE KOREAN 
PENINSULA, THEREFORE, 
SEEKS TO ENHANCE 
COLLECTIVE DETERRENCE 
AGAINST NORTH KOREAN 
AGGRESSION BY EXERCISING 
WITH ALLIED FORCES.
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multinational exercises that both the ROK and 
Australia participate in. The ROK and Australia 
now participate in seven multinational exercises 
that include each other, from large-scale exer-
cises like the Rim of the Pacific which includes 
26 countries to smaller exercises like the Austral-
ian-hosted Pacific Reach on submarine search 
and rescue.

ROK participation in these multinational exer-
cises is less about its relationship with Australia 
per se and more about demonstrating its wider 
ambitions and commitments. This parallels 
how other regional countries are also moving 
towards more inclusive participation in previ-
ously bilateral exercises. In September 2022, the 
ROK participated in the Australian Air Force’s 
Exercise Pitch Black for the first time by sending 
six KF-16 fighters, one KC-330 tanker plane and 
130 personnel. The large multinational exercise 
in northern Australia included a dozen countries 
and almost 100 aircraft.

There is, however, some overlap across the 
three strategic rationales on some multinational 
exercises. For example, the US-hosted Exercise 
Pacific Vanguard and Exercise Pacific Dragon, 
which focus on air and missile defence drills 
at sea after the larger RIMPAC exercise, was 
expanded in 2022 from a ROK-US-Japan trilat-
eral to also include Australia and Canada. Simi-
larly, Exercise Sea Dragon is an anti-submarine 
warfare exercise that takes place near Guam 
and includes key US allies, representing a more 
advanced version of Haedoli-Wallaby by prac-
tising tracking a US Navy submarine.

Sustaining a reciprocal military 
exercise relationship

Despite these promising signs, the longstanding 
hurdles to more active ROK participation in mili-
tary exercises with Australia continue to exist and 
will actually face new challenges in the coming 

years. As middle powers with limited defence 
personnel and capabilities to engage in long-dis-
tance visits and exercises on a regular basis, the 
ROK and Australia need to consolidate their exer-
cises wherever possible. For example, Australia 
has conducted the Haedoli-Wallaby naval exer-
cise as part of its annual Indo-Pacific Endeav-
our (IPE) engagement activity which involves five 
Australian Navy ships and almost 2,000 person-
nel on a two-month tour of 14 countries. The 
capability and personnel burdens on ROK forces 
visiting Australia can similarly be reduced through 
a multi-country regional presence deployment.

Another constraint will be the legal and logis-
tical barriers to larger and more sophisticated 
military exercises that stem from the lack of a 
visiting forces agreement. Australia has had a 
status of forces agreement with Singapore since 
1988 and one with the Philippines since 2007. 
Australian efforts to secure a similar agreement 
with the ROK were reportedly rebuffed in 2014-
16. In early 2022, Australia and Japan finalised a 
similar agreement, but it took almost eight years 
to complete. The ROK will need to demonstrate 
renewed political commitment if more advanced 
military exercises are to happen.

ROK-Australia military exercises are slowly start-
ing to be commensurate with the wider strategic 
importance of their relationship and status as 
US-allied middle powers. This is being driven 
by a shift in US strategy towards its Indo-Pacific 
allies, renewed security and economic cooper-
ation in the bilateral relationship, and both coun-
tries’ interest in playing a more active regional 
role at a time of great power coercion and terri-
torial aggression. Australia will welcome recent 
ROK commitments to train and exercise more 
closely with it, if they can be sustained.
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US will listen more to Australia 
and Japan if they speak together

Nikkei Asia 
6 December 2022 
Tom Corben, United States Studies Centre 
and Jada Fraser, Georgetown Journal of Asian 
Affairs

Australia and Japan will have an opportunity this 
week to take their coordination on regional strat-
egy to the next level. While much of their discus-
sions will be about China, by working together, 
they should also seize the chance to convey 
messages to the US more forcefully.

Australian Defense Minister Richard Marles and 
Foreign Minister Penny Wong are to meet with 
their American counterparts in Washington on 
Tuesday and then with their Japanese coun-
terparts in Tokyo on Friday. The American and 
Japanese defence and foreign affairs secretaries 
will then meet together as well early next month.

Individually, Australian and Japanese voices 
carry considerable sway in the halls of power in 
Washington, particularly with the current admin-
istration of US President Joe Biden.

It is logical, then, to assume that a chorus of 
top-tier allies delivering a common message 
about the nature or substance of America’s 
engagement in and with Asia will be much more 
likely to hit home.

Given America’s growing reliance on its two most 
committed regional allies, Australia and Japan 
have never been better placed to aggregate their 
influence and advance their shared interests in 
Washington with a greater unity of purpose.

Ensuring these perspectives are not only heard in 
Washington but also absorbed will be key to the 
success of all three countries’ long-term visions 
for Asia.

Indeed, deepening trilateral coordination with the 
US was a key driver behind the recent update to 
the Australia-Japan Joint Declaration on Security 
Cooperation, the first since 2007.

In the most headline-grabbing development to 
come out of the update, Japan and Australia 
agreed to seek bilateral consultations in the event 
of regional contingencies. This language is remi-
niscent of that found in the text of the ANZUS 
Treaty between Australia and the US and reflects 
the deep trust between Canberra and Tokyo on 
matters of regional strategy.

Equally important, the declaration states that the 
two countries will share assessments of regional 
strategic trends more frequently and in greater 
detail, including about China’s military capabil-
ities, regional influence and strategic intentions. 
Tokyo and Canberra will almost certainly be 
exchanging similar assessments of the US too.

Of course, China’s disruptive and at times coer-
cive regional behaviour has been a key driver 
behind the development of the Japan-Australia 
bilateral relationship over the last decade. But 
assuming Beijing alone motivated these closer 
ties does not fully capture shared concerns about 
the future of the regional order.

The Australia-Japan convergence has also been 
propelled by mutual concern over the capac-
ity of the US to deliver on its stated commit-
ments to Asia. It is no surprise that Tokyo and 
Canberra have frequently turned to each other 
in the absence of American leadership and amid 
questions over Washington’s ability to prioritise 
the Indo-Pacific region above competing global 
demands.

In fact, Australia and Japan often agree on opti-
mal approaches to regional challenges in ways 
that the US does not. And indeed, Tokyo and 
Canberra have been proactively seeking each 
other out for cooperation, regardless of US 
involvement, at an increasing rate.
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The two see eye-to-eye on the need to work 
from the inside of emerging regional institutions 
and groupings, whether sponsored by China, 
Southeast Asian partners or others. For Japan 
and Australia, shaping the future of the Indo-Pa-
cific requires participation, not only preservation.

The record suggests that the same cannot always 
be said of the US.

Take regional trade architecture, for instance. 
Australia and Japan have signed up for the 
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, the Biden 
administration’s solution to meeting regional 
demands for a US regional trade initiative while 
skirting protectionist sentiments at home, and 
have said the right things about its potential bene-
fits.

But both also recognise the IPEF’s limitations and 
continue to press Washington on the benefits of 
working from inside existing arrangements, like 
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 
for Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership, to shape 
the rules of the road.

Australian and Japanese officials also agree that 
a high-intensity conflict over Taiwan should not 
be the sole focus of collective military planning.

Granted, they have explored joint operational 
planning for a Taiwan contingency with the US 
over the last 18 months and are clearly concerned 
about the risk of Beijing using force to achieve its 
goals. But to many in Canberra and Tokyo, the 
future of the regional strategic order does not 
hinge on Taiwan alone.

Defence policymakers in both capitals are unsure 
whether their counterparts in Washington worry 
enough about lower-level, grey-zone crises in 
regional flashpoints like the South China Sea 
that could spiral out of control, particularly in 
the absence of joint planning. It is these sorts of 
contingencies, as much as developments around 
Taiwan, that Australia and Japan are preparing 
for, independently or otherwise.

The bottom line is that a successful strategy for 
the Indo-Pacific will rely on building a truly collec-
tive approach between Australia, Japan and the 
US with much greater input from these junior 
allies on their own terms. Doing so requires that 
Canberra and Tokyo speak up with a common 
purpose.

With the top foreign policy officials from all three 
countries meeting face-to-face over the next six 
weeks, now is the perfect time for Australia and 
Japan to find a single voice.

Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida meets with Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese, October 2022 (Getty)
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