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INTRODUCTION

Introduction: The Island States, Great 
Powers, and the Indo- Pacific

Dr. Chulanee attanayake

thilini kahanDawaaraChChi

This thematic issue, entitled “The Island States, Great Powers, and the Indo- 
Pacific,” is a compilation of articles that share perspectives from several is-
land states in the Indo- Pacific and some great powers and their strategic 

thinking regarding the Indo- Pacific and the role of island states. The term great 
power is used loosely to encompass China, the United States, India, Japan, and 
Australia. Rather than striving to be an all- inclusive edition that covers all the great 
powers that are in the Indo- Pacific and the many island states in the region, this 
issue focuses on some of the less discussed island states and “great powers” compet-
ing in the Indo- Pacific. The collection of papers in this issue shares perspectives 
from some states big and small to shed light on diverse perspectives from the island 
nations such as Kiribati and the Chagos Islands as well as great powers such as 
Australia, China, and Japan. While this issue does not have articles specifically deal-
ing with key islands in the region such as Sri Lanka or Maldives or major players 
such as India, almost all articles touch on these key players as well within the papers. 
It serves to bring to light some of the other island states in the Indo- Pacific that do 
not often garner academic discussion in the manner in which some others do.

The issue also has several articles that share the perspectives from countries that 
could be perceived as the great powers, with influence such as China, Japan, and 
Australia. A common theme for all the papers is strategic thinking from the per-
spective of great powers.  In the first senior leader perspective, retired US Ambas-
sador and JIPA editorial advisor Daniel Shields discusses the significant role the 
island of Borneo plays within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, par-
ticularly with Indonesia’s building of its new capital, Nusantara, on the island. 
Next, former US Ambassador John T. Hennessey- Niland outlines measures 
needed to maintain US credibility in the Pacific Islands, a point that has become 
clearer in 2022 amid Chinese overtures in the region.

Michael O’Keefe’s article, on the other hand, uses case studies such as Vanuatu, 
the Solomon Islands, and Fiji to argue that it is in fact Australia’s strategic culture 
that explains the continuity in Australian foreign policy and Canberra’s slow shift 
to a truly Indo- Pacific outlook. In his article, Kei Koga examines Japan’s strategic 
approach to Pacific islands and concludes that the core strategic objective for 
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Tokyo is to maintain the regional rules- based order. However, doing so would 
lead Japan to confront China in some areas. Koga discusses Japan’s focus on the 
Free and Open Indo- Pacific and the rules- based international order.

Similar to Koga, Peter Harris, in his article, also discusses the rules- based 
international order in great detail, arguing that the Indo- Pacific order is a set of 
unevenly applied rules and institutions. To support his argument, Harris uses 
the example of the Chagos dispute between Mauritius and the United King-dom 
to argue that the Indo- Pacific’s extant norms, rules, processes, and institu-tions 
are demonstrably insufficient to protect the interests of small island states.

Moving to the Philippines, Stephen Burgess calls for Washington to continue 
building on the United States' longstanding relationship with the island nation. 
Burgess analyzes the Philippines’ security profile, the Armed Forces of the Philip-
pines and Philippine Air Force’s (PAF) status, and the alliance with the United 
States. He then appraises what Philippine officials would like the United States 
and USAF to do to build capacity and develop capabilities and then what the 
United States and USAF would like Philippines and its PAF to do, especially to 
counter and deter China. He also assesses how Washington and the USAF might 
overcome barriers, advance mutual interests, and be creative in working with the 
Philippines. Finally, he weighs different scenarios about how US and USAF en-
gagement with the Philippines and the PAF may change and evolve to meet fu-
ture security goals, including the provision of deterrence.

David Scott considers the similarities and differences faced by Singapore and 
Taiwan vis- à- vis the major powers in the Indo- Pacific. He then moves to consider-
ation of Singapore’s and Taiwan’s political, geopolitical, and geocultural trajectories, 
addressing the two nations’ relations with other small island states across the Indo- 
Pacific. Scott then provides a bilateral study of Singapore–Taiwan relations, fol-
lowed by consideration of how Singapore and Taiwan have responded to the greater 
powers in the region, specifically China, India, Japan, and the United States.

Too often, Pacific Island Countries (PIC) and their role in the Indo- Pacific are 
not adequately discussed in academia. To help rectify this situation, Colonel Bud 
Fujii- Takamoto, USAF, points out that increasing economic and political align-
ment between Kiribati and China indicates a loss of US and Western influence. If 
China can succeed in gaining political allies in places like Kiribati, then Beijing 
may be able to succeed with other PICs to create pockets of increased risk to the 
US ability to project military power across the Pacific. To counter China’s influ-
ence in Kiribati, Fujii- Takamoto argues that a first step is to establish a US Em-
bassy in the capital Tarawa and to enter into a Compacts of Free Association 
agreement with Kiribati. He further argues that Washington should increase po-
litical influence in the PICs to counter Beijing’s expanded influence in the Pacific.
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Finally, Manon Leprince examines how the PICs intend to enhance their au-
tonomy and influence in the Pacific region under the “new Pacific diplomacy” and 
how existing power relations between PICs and the rest of the world are changing. 
She also explores the use of the Blue Pacific narrative as a strategic tool to challenge 
the global narrative on the islands and to manifest their agency and the influence of 
the new Pacific diplomacy on the relationship between PICs and Australia.

We hope the diverse collection of articles in this issue help to shed light on how 
the current great- power competition is playing out in the Indo- Pacific region and 
goes beyond players such as China and the United States and that this issue 
contributes to the vibrant academic discourse on the subject matter by touching 
on some of the lesser examined islands and nontraditional great powers.

We would like to extend our thanks to the authors for their stellar contribu-
tions and patience while the issue was being reviewed and compiled. We extend 
our thanks to the reviewers from the journal for reviewing the papers submitted 
for this issue and for their valuable feedback. Finally, we extend our sincere grati-
tude to Dr. Ernest Gunasekera- Rockwell for his constant guidance and support 
to bring this issue to fruition. µ
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SENIOR LEADER PERSPECTIVE

Borneo
ASEAN’s Once and Future Island Crucible

ambassaDor Daniel shielDs

Abstract

The United States and its allies and partners should increase their focus on Borneo, as In-
donesia begins breaking ground1 on its ambitious project to relocate its national capital to 
the Indonesian part of the island starting in 2024. The Indonesian government says it wants 
its new capital, Nusantara,2 to be environment-  friendly, but skeptics fear that the capital 
relocation project could damage Borneo’s matchless environment, symbolized by primor-
dial rainforests and magnificent orangutans. Regardless, the project is proceeding and, once 
Indonesia moves its capital, Borneo will become the only island to be the home to national 
capitals of two different members (Indonesia and Brunei Darussalam) of the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN.) For Malaysia too, Borneo will continue to be cru-
cial, as shown by constitutional changes in 2021 affirming the unique status of Sabah and 
Sarawak as Malaysia’s “Borneo States.” The United States and its partners should continue 
to collaborate with Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia to apply in Borneo the kinds of ideas 
for enhanced regional engagement outlined by US Secretary of State Antony Blinken in 
his “A Free and Open Indo-  Pacific” speech delivered on 14 December 2021 in Indonesia. 
Just as China is increasing its investments in Borneo, the United States and its partners 
should increase their investments and engagements in Borneo, with an emphasis on envi-
ronmental, economic, and security issues, as a key part of the effort to achieve the strategic 
ends identified in the February 2022 US Indo-  Pacific Strategy3: “advance a free and open 
Indo-  Pacific that is more connected, prosperous, secure, and resilient.” At the same time, 
Brunei, Indonesia, and Malaysia could, if they wished, use the East Asia Summit (EAS) 
process to arrange in the early 2030s to host the Indo-  Pacific region’s leaders—including 
those of Australia, China, India, Japan, Russia, and the United States—for an unprece-
dented three summits in five years on Borneo, as a way of highlighting Borneo’s emerging 
role as a symbol of ASEAN centrality. Historically, Borneo was the island crucible in which 
ASEAN was forged, as a forward-  looking regional diplomatic response to the tensions that 
had plagued Borneo and the surrounding areas during the Indonesia–Malaysia confronta-
tion or “Konfrontasi” in the early 1960s. Now Borneo is emerging as another kind of cru-
cible, one in which ASEAN’s future will take shape.

***

Borneo, the world’s third-  largest island, is poised to take on a more prominent 
international role as Indonesia begins clearing land as part of its project to 
move its national capital to Kalimantan, the Indonesian part of the island, 
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starting in 2024. The United States and like-  minded countries should use their already 
strong ties with Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei—the three national governments 
that administer the various parts of Borneo—to help the island meet the formidable 
environmental, economic, and security challenges it faces. In Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken’s December 2021 speech at Universitas Indonesia, he noted that the United 
States is “developing a comprehensive Indo-  Pacific economic framework to pursue 
our shared objectives, including around trade and the digital economy, technology, 
resilient supply chains, decarbonization and clean energy, infrastructure, worker stan-
dards, and other areas of shared interest.”4 These areas of interest – formalized in the 
May 23 launch of the Indo-  Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) for Prosperity5 - are 
all relevant to Borneo in general and to Indonesia’s new capital project, Nusantara, in 
particular. As for US allies and partners, Japanese and South Korean investors have 
already shown interest in Indonesia’s new capital project. The United Kingdom (UK) 
has long played a role in supporting Borneo’s security, through the UK Gurkha pres-
ence in Brunei. The Five Power Defense Arrangements link Malaysia to the UK, 
Australia, New Zealand, and Singapore.

The catalyst for the increasing international focus on Borneo was Indonesian 
president Joko “Jokowi” Widodo’s announcement in 2019 that two districts (re-
gencies) in East Kalimantan will be the site of the country’s new capital, while 
Jakarta will remain Indonesia’s business center. President Jokowi said, “the [new] 
capital is not only a symbol of our nation’s identity, but also represents our nation’s 
development . . . for the sake of realizing an equitable and just economy.”6 Some 
advantages of the planned site include low risk of natural disasters, a location near 
the geographic center of Indonesia, proximity to existing cities, and government 
ownership of large amounts of land (up to 180,000 hectares or about 445,000 
acres) in the new capital area.7 Advocates argue that if the plan is executed well—
“putting people at the heart of the process, capturing the increase in land value, 
and creating a trustworthy governance structure”—then the new capital could be 
“a model for urban development elsewhere in Indonesia.”8

A project as massive as relocating a national capital, however, will never be easy. The 
Indonesian National Development Planning Agency (Bappenas) estimated in Sep-
tember 2021 that, including all requirements, the construction of the new capital city 
could take 15 to 20 years.9 Nevertheless, the Indonesian government affirmed in No-
vember 2021 that it is moving ahead with its plan, with the target of relocating its 
capital to Borneo starting in the first half of 2024.10 The idea is reportedly to celebrate11 
Indonesia’s National Day on August 17, 2024 at the planned new presidential palace 
in Nusantara. The head of Indonesia’s investment board, Badan Koordinasi Penana-
man Modal (BKPM), was even quoted as saying that the government is evaluating 
how to make the new capital its candidate city—Indonesia had previously submitted 
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a bid for Jakarta—to host the 2032 Olympics.12 Indonesian officials have pledged to 
proceed in an environmentally responsible manner and then-  Minister at Bappenas 
Bambang Brodjonegoro told Channel News Asia in 2019 that “the motto of the city 
will be Smart, Green and Beautiful. A green city will be at the heart of our plan.”13 
Current Bappenas Head Suharso Monoarfa has welcomed international investors to 
invest in “clean water supply, affordable and environmentally friendly power plant, and 
other sectors” related to the new capital project.14 Although SoftBank CEO Masayo-
shi Son indicated in March that SoftBank would not be investing, Sheikh Mohamed 
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, president of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and ruler of 
Abu Dhabi, will be part of the new capital’s steering committee and UAE funding for 
the project is expected.15 In July 2022, the leaders of Indonesia and the Republic of 
Korea (ROK) updated a 2019 agreement, laying “the groundwork for (ROK) compa-
nies to actively contribute to building the new Indonesian capital’s infrastructure, 
electronic government and smart city systems,” ROK president Yoon Sook-  yeol told 
the press.16.China and the UAE are already stepping up investments elsewhere in 
Kalimantan. Reuters reported in December 2021 that “Indonesia started construction 
. . . of a new industrial estate on Borneo island, which officials said aims to use hydro-
power for plants producing items including semiconductors, lithium ion batteries, 
solar panels and aluminium products. Located in North Kalimantan (the new capital 
will be in East Kalimantan) . . . the estate will span 30,000 hectares (74,132 acres) and 
include investment from China and the United Arab Emirates, President Joko 
Widodo said during a ground-  breaking ceremony.”17

Once Indonesia moves its capital, there will be, for the first time, two different 
national capitals of ASEAN nations (Indonesia and Brunei) on the same island. 
Borneo will also continue to be vital to Malaysia, whose December 2021 consti-
tutional changes highlighted the unique status of Sabah and Sarawak as Malay-
sia’s “Borneo States.”18 Sarawak will play a role in helping Indonesia build its new 
capital, Sarawak Premier Datuk Patinggi Tan Sri Abang Johari Tun Openg told 
the press.19 Meanwhile in Indonesia, it is not yet clear whether foreign embassies 
will eventually follow the Indonesian government from Jakarta to Borneo. As for 
the ASEAN Secretariat, the Jakarta Post reported that “although Indonesia is 
planning to move its capital from Jakarta to Kalimantan, the ASEAN headquar-
ters would remain in Jakarta, ASEAN Secretary-  General Lim Jock Hoi has said, 
likening the city to New York, where the United Nations is seated. ‘This is news 
for all of us that [Indonesia] will be moving the capital to Kalimantan, but as far 
as ASEAN is concerned the ASEAN Secretariat will not move to Kalimantan 
because we just got a new building,’ he said . . . ‘and we believe that Jakarta will be 
the capital of ASEAN.’”20 Jakarta, however, faces its own problems, including 
overcrowding, poor air quality, and heavy traffic. Built on a swamp and facing 
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rising sea levels, Jakarta has been described as “the fastest sinking city in the 
world,” and some researchers believe it could be “entirely submerged by 2050.”21

As Indonesia relocates its capital away from Jakarta, Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Brunei could choose to highlight Borneo’s changing role by using the East Asia 
Summit process to arrange, in the early 2030s, to host the Indo-  Pacific region’s 
leaders—including those of Australia, China, India, Japan, Russia, and the United 
States—for an unprecedented three summits in five years, all on Borneo. There 
could always be EAS scheduling changes in the future, but if the 10 ASEAN coun-
tries host the EAS in the normal alphabetical order in the years ahead, then Brunei 
could host the EAS in Brunei’s capital, Bandar Seri Begawan, in 2031; Indonesia 
could host in Nusantara in 2033; then Malaysia could host in Sabah or Sarawak in 
2035. (There are precedents—like the 2011 EAS, which was held in Bali rather than 
Jakarta—for a nation’s hosting the EAS outside its capital city.) Through the EAS, 
the three governments on Borneo could showcase the island as a symbol of ASEAN 
centrality. Although there may be no universally accepted definition of ASEAN 
centrality, the general idea that ASEAN should somehow play a central role in the 
Indo-  Pacific regional architecture garners broad international support, at least rhe-
torically. As Amitav Acharya has noted, assertions of centrality serve ASEAN’s 
interests by affirming the grouping’s ongoing relevance, while allowing non-  ASEAN 
players (like the United States and China) to engage in Southeast Asia in a manner 
that does not threaten nationalist sentiments in Southeast Asia and that does not 
require trusting a non-  ASEAN power to play the central regional role.22 Secretary 
Blinken, in his December speech, noted that “ASEAN centrality means we will 
keep working with and through ASEAN to deepen our engagement with the re-
gion all the more, given the alignment between our vision and ASEAN’s outlook on 
the Indo-  Pacific.”23 A sustained US focus on Borneo as an ASEAN island could 
emphasize the US commitment to ASEAN centrality.

Collaborating to strengthen Borneo’s role as an island symbol of ASEAN cen-
trality will involve environmental, economic, and security dimensions. In the en-
vironmental area, skeptics fear that the capital relocation project could harm 
Borneo’s rainforests. The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) noted 
in 2019 that “the forests of Borneo, home to orangutans, clouded leopards and 
pygmy elephants, are among the world’s most biodiverse ecosystems. But in the 
last century, [Borneo] has lost a significant portion of its forests to fire, illegal 
logging and the expansion of palm oil and pulpwood plantations. Only half its 
forest cover remains today, down from 75 per cent in the mid-1980s. Oil palm 
plantations are the main driver of deforestation in Borneo.”24 Conservation ef-
forts and lower palm oil prices through 2020 generally slowed deforestation in 
Borneo in recent years, but future prospects are murky. The Indonesian govern-
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ment declined in September 2021 to renew a moratorium on palm oil permits, 
although top officials have reportedly said they would not renew such permits.25 
Meanwhile, palm oil prices have been volatile in 2021 and 2022.26 Also, Borneo’s 
indigenous communities could face pressures from incoming migrants. Accord-
ing to the Indonesian Cabinet Secretariat website, Indonesia has 1.4 million civil 
servants working for the central government and, with all their family members 
combined, there will be around 6–7 million people moving to the new capital.27 
The current population of East Kalimantan is estimated at a mere 3.5 million.28

In the economic realm, a common challenge facing the three governments on 
Borneo will be diversifying economies that have traditionally been based on resource 
extraction. The areas of the Philippines that neighbor Borneo face similar challenges. 
In this context, the Brunei Darussalam-  Indonesia-  Malaysia-  Philippines East 
ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-  EAGA) is, according to Prashanth Parameswaran,

. . . one of the key examples of ASEAN subregional cooperation . . . an initiative 
set up in 1994 to promote economic ties which consists of four ASEAN coun-
tries: the entirety of Brunei; Palawan and Mindanao in the Philippines, the states 
of Sabah and Sarawak and the Federal Territory of Labuan in Malaysia, and ten 
provinces on the islands of Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Maluku, and Irian Jaya in Indo-
nesia. . . . Under BIMP-  EAGA Vision 2025 (BEV 2025), there is a commitment 
to create a resilient, inclusive, sustainable, and economically competitive BIMP- -
EAGA (R.I.S.E. BIMP-  EAGA) to narrow the development gap, with priority 
areas such as green manufacturing, fisheries, tourism, and agriculture.29

Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines are all participants in the Indo- 
Pacific Economic Framework and, in this context, the United States and its other 
IPEF partners should increase cooperation with the four BIMP-  EAGA countries to 
promote investment and economic diversification in Borneo and the Philippines.

In terms of regional security issues, Borneo’s challenges tend to involve the South 
China Sea (SCS) to the north and the Sulu and Celebes Seas to the northeast and 
east. In the SCS, Brunei and Malaysia sorted out their own disputes involving ex-
clusive economic zones (EEZ) through a 2009 exchange of letters. Still, China’s 
SCS nine-  dash-  line, the intended meaning of which remains ambiguous, lies near 
the EEZs of Malaysia and Brunei. Reports regularly emerge of Chinese assertions 
in the SCS involving fishing boats, maritime militias, maritime survey vessels, 
Coast Guard activities, and military operations. The BBC reported in June 2021 
that Malaysia said it would “summon China’s ambassador after 16 Chinese mili-
tary aircraft flew over disputed waters off its eastern state of Sarawak. Fighter jets 
were scrambled to intercept the transport planes on Monday after detecting ‘suspi-
cious’ activity over the South China Sea. Malaysia’s foreign ministry described the 
manoeuvre as a ‘serious threat to national sovereignty.’ China, however, said its air-
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craft had abided by international law.”30 As for Indonesia, it does not consider itself 
a SCS claimant, but Jakarta has reportedly faced pressures from China involving 
the Natuna Islands to the northwest of Borneo.31

In the security realm, the United States and its partners can help the govern-
ments on Borneo by continuing to conduct exercises with them, like the 14-nation 
Indonesian-  led Super Garuda Shield32 in August 2022. Washington and its part-
ners can also support maritime domain awareness efforts by the governments on 
Borneo by means including the US-  Australia-  India-  Japan Quad-  backed Indo- 
Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA.)33 It is important 
that the United States and like-  minded countries also continue to make clear their 
support for the 2016 Hague Permanent Court of Arbitration conclusion that “to 
the extent China had historic rights to resources in the waters of the South China 
Sea, such rights were extinguished to the extent they were incompatible with the 
exclusive economic zones provided for in the Convention (the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea).”34 US and other freedom of navigation operations (FONOP) 
challenging excessive claims in the SCS also strengthen the hands of the govern-
ments that are harmed by such claims, including US ally the Philippines, Borneo’s 
eastern neighbor. Outside the SCS, the United States and like-  minded countries 
should continue to support efforts by the Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia in 
the Sulu and Celebes Seas to improve cooperation on maritime enforcement and to 
promote economic development in coastal communities to address security chal-
lenges involving incursions, kidnappings, and wildlife trafficking.35

In areas including security, the economy, and the environment, Borneo and 
ASEAN will face arduous challenges in the years ahead. The United States and its 
partners should increase their investments and engagements in Borneo as a key 
part of the effort to achieve the strategic ends identified in the US Indo-  Pacific 
Strategy: “advance a free and open Indo-  Pacific that is more connected, prosper-
ous, secure, and resilient.” As the United States steps up engagement with Borneo, 
it will be useful to bear in mind that dealing with difficult challenges is nothing 
new for Borneo, or for ASEAN. Against a historical backdrop of British and 
Dutch colonialism in Borneo and local resistance to foreign domination, Imperial 
Japanese militarism swept over Borneo during World War II. In the wake of 
Imperial Japan’s defeat, Indonesia won its full independence in 1949. By the early 
1960s, Indonesian president Sukarno was opposing as a “colonialist project”36 the 
UK-  proposed establishment of the Federation of Malaysia. Indonesian opposi-
tion to the proposed Federation of Malaysia—which might at the time have in-
cluded Brunei—influenced the failed Brunei Revolt of 1962.37 After the Federa-
tion of Malaysia was established in 1963, Sukarno’s Indonesia pursued its 
Konfrontasi policy toward Malaysia and, in the same period, tensions flared be-
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tween the Philippines and Malaysia over claims to Sabah by the Philippines. 
After Sukarno lost power in 1965–1966, however, tensions on Borneo eased and 
the Konfrontasi ended.38 The post-  Konfrontasi era created the conditions for re-
gional mediation efforts and eventually for the establishment of ASEAN in 1967. 
As the ASEAN website notes in a 1997 article on ASEAN’s founding,

It was while Thailand was brokering reconciliation among Indonesia, the Philip-
pines and Malaysia over certain disputes that it dawned on the four countries 
that the moment for regional cooperation had come or the future of the region 
would remain uncertain. Recalls one of the … protagonists of that historic pro-
cess, Thanat Khoman of Thailand: “At the banquet marking the reconciliation 
between the three disputants, I broached the idea of forming another organiza-
tion for regional cooperation with [Indonesia’s] Adam Malik. Malik agreed 
without hesitation but asked for time to talk with his government and also to 
normalize relations with Malaysia now that the confrontation was over.”39

Borneo was thus, in an important sense, the island crucible in which ASEAN it-
self was forged in the early 1960s. Today, Borneo is emerging as another kind of 
crucible for ASEAN: one in which the association’s future will take shape. 
ASEAN as a whole, like Indonesia’s new capital project, will either meet, or fail to 
meet, high expectations that its future will be smart, clean, and green. The United 
States and its partners can and should help Borneo and ASEAN tip the balance 
in the right direction, a direction that reinforces ASEAN centrality and, in the 
process, advances a Free and Open Indo-  Pacific. µ

Ambassador Daniel Shields
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Notes

1. Faris Mokhtar and Rieka Rahadiana, “Indonesia Breaks Ground on Its New Capital City,” 
Bloomberg, 2 August 2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-02/indonesia 
- breaks-  ground-  on-  nusantara-  as-  jakarta-  sinks.

2. Kiki Siregar, “Indonesia minister announces name of new national capital in eastern Kali-
mantan,” CNA, 17 January 2022, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/.

3. “Indo-  Pacific Strategy of the United States,” The White House, https://www.whitehouse 
.gov/wp-  content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-  Pacific-  Strategy.pdf; https://www.whitehouse 
.gov/wp-  content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-  Pacific-  Strategy.pdf.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-02/indonesia-breaks-ground-on-nusantara-as-jakarta-sinks
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-02/indonesia-breaks-ground-on-nusantara-as-jakarta-sinks
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indonesia-new-capital-name-nusantara-east-kalimantan-2440426
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf


10  JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022 

Shields

4. Antony J. Blinken, “A Free and Open Indo-  Pacific—United States Department of State,” 
US Department of State, 14 December 2021. https://www.state.gov/.

5. “Fact Sheet: In Asia, President Biden and a Dozen Indo-  Pacific Partners Launch the Indo- 
Pacific Economic Framework for Posterity,” The White House, https://www.whitehouse.gov 
/briefing-  room/statements-  releases/2022/05/23/fact-  sheet-  in-  asia-  president-  biden-  and-  a 
- dozen-  indo-  pacific-  partners-  launch-  the-  indo-  pacific-  economic-  framework-  for-  prosperity/.

6. Marchio Irfan Gorbiano, “Breaking: Jokowi Announces East Kalimantan as Site of New 
Capital,” Jakarta Post, 26 August 2019, https://www.thejakartapost.com/.

7. Agustinus Beo Da Costa, “Indonesia Unveils Site of New Capital on Borneo Island,” Reuters, 
26 August 2019, https://www.reuters.com/.

8. Lex Rieffel and Michael Castle-  Miller, “Building Indonesia’s New Capital,” East Asia Forum, 
21 May 2020, https://www.eastasiaforum.org/.

9. Vincent Fabian Thomas, “Building New Capital ‘Could Take 20 Years’,” Jakarta Post, 4 Sep-
tember 2021, https://www.thejakartapost.com/.

10. Arys Aditya, “Indonesia Sets 2024 Deadline to Move Its New Capital to Borneo,” Bloom-
berg, 1 November 2021, https://www.bloomberg.com/.

11. Kiki Siregar, “Year 2024 is not so Far Away: Race against Time to complete First Phase of 
Indonesia’s New Capital,” 23 July 2022, CNA, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indonesia 
-  nusantara-  capital-2024-construction-  deadline-  point-  zero-  waste-  problem-2826321.

12. Fanny Potkin and Maikel Jefriando, “Exclusive: Indonesia Considers 2032 Olympics Bid 
for New Capital City with Softbank’s Help,” Reuters, 10 March 2020, https://www.reuters.com/.

13. Jack Board, “Leaving Jakarta: Indonesia Accelerates Plans for ‘Green, Smart’ Capital in the 
Middle of Borneo Wilderness,” CNA, 29 June 2019, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/.

14. Office of Assistant to Deputy Cabinet Secretary for State Documents & Translation. “Gov’t 
Offers Investment Opportunities in New Capital City,” Cabinet Secretariat of the Republic of 
Indonesia, Government of the Republic of Indonesia, 27 February 2020, https://setkab.go.id/.

15. Richard Borsuk, “Indonesia’s New Capital: Can Jokowi Find the Money?,” RSIS Commen-
tary, 21 March 2022, https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-  content/uploads/2022/03/CO22027.pdf.

16. Hyonhee Shin, “Indonesia and South Korea expand Cooperation on New Capital City 
Project,” 28 July 2022, Reuters, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-  pacific/indonesia-  south 
- korea-  expand-  cooperation-  new-  capital-  city-  project-2022-07-28/.

17. Fransiska Nangoy, “Indonesia Launches Major Industrial Estate on Borneo Island,” Reuters, 
21 December 2021, https://www.reuters.com/.

18. Ram Anand, “Malaysia Amends Constitution to Elevate Status of Sabah and Sarawak,” 
Straits Times, 16 December 2021, https://www.straitstimes.com/.

19. BP Editor, Borneo Post Online, 13 July 2022, https://www.theborneopost.com/2022/07/13 
/premier-  sarawak-  to-  help-  indonesia-  build-  new-  capital-  nusantara/?amp.

20. Dian Septiari, “Jakarta to Remain ASEAN’s Capital, Secretary-  General Says,” Jakarta Post, 
7 October 2019, https://www.thejakartapost.com/.

21. Mayuri Mei Lin and Hidayat, Rafki, “Jakarta, the Fastest-  Sinking City in the World,” BBC 
News, 12 August 2018, https://www.bbc.com/.

22. Amitav Acharya, “The myth of ASEAN centrality?,” Contemporary Southeast Asia: A Journal 
of International and Strategic Affairs 39, no. 2 (2017): 273–79, https://muse.jhu.edu/.

23. Blinken. “Free and Open.”

https://www.state.gov/a-free-and-open-indo-pacific/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-in-asia-president-biden-and-a-dozen-indo-pacific-partners-launch-the-indo-pacific-economic-framework-for-prosperity/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-in-asia-president-biden-and-a-dozen-indo-pacific-partners-launch-the-indo-pacific-economic-framework-for-prosperity/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-in-asia-president-biden-and-a-dozen-indo-pacific-partners-launch-the-indo-pacific-economic-framework-for-prosperity/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-in-asia-president-biden-and-a-dozen-indo-pacific-partners-launch-the-indo-pacific-economic-framework-for-prosperity/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2019/08/26/breaking-jokowi-announces-east-kalimantan-as-site-of-new-capital.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/indonesia-politics-capital-idINKCN1VG0FB
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/05/22/building-indonesias-new-capital/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/paper/2021/09/03/building-new-capital-could-take-20-years.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-01/indonesia-sets-2024-deadline-to-move-its-new-capital-to-borneo
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indonesia-nusantara-capital-2024-construction-deadline-point-zero-waste-problem-2826321
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indonesia-nusantara-capital-2024-construction-deadline-point-zero-waste-problem-2826321
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-2032-softbank-group-indonesi/exclusive-indonesia-considers-2032-olympics-bid-for-new-capital-city-with-softbanks-help-idUSKBN20X0K8
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/indonesia-new-capital-city-jakarta-kalimantan-bukit-soeharto-1329436
https://setkab.go.id/en/govt-offers-investment-opportunities-in-new-capital-city/
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/CO22027.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-south-korea-expand-cooperation-new-capital-city-project-2022-07-28/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/indonesia-south-korea-expand-cooperation-new-capital-city-project-2022-07-28/
https://www.reuters.com/markets/commodities/indonesia-launches-major-industrial-estate-borneo-island-2021-12-21/
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/malaysia-amends-constitution-to-elevate-status-of-sabah-and-sarawak
https://www.theborneopost.com/2022/07/13/premier-sarawak-to-help-indonesia-build-new-capital-nusantara/?amp
https://www.theborneopost.com/2022/07/13/premier-sarawak-to-help-indonesia-build-new-capital-nusantara/?amp
https://www.theborneopost.com/2022/07/13/premier-sarawak-to-help-indonesia-build-new-capital-nusantara/?amp
https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/10/07/jakarta-to-remain-aseans-capital-secretary-general-says.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44636934
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/667776/summary?casa_token=6geLz0e0B6gAAAAA:9bzCmZr0PhWU73LdoV7xlGCqnB4c4EqmWK1mmZ8PP8qOut0clF_65g4t54JD_O6tx7IZiNiopA


Borneo

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022  11

24. “Deforestation in Borneo Is Slowing, but Regulation Remains Key,” UNEP, 18 February 
2019, https://www.unep.org/.

25. Fathin Ungku, “Explainer: Indonesia says wants to reduce Deforestation, not completely 
end it,” Reuters, 5 November 2021, https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/indonesia-  says-  wants 
- reduce-  deforestation-  not-  completely-  end-  it-2021-11-05/.

26. “Palm Oil 2022 Data,” Trading Economics, accessed 5 August 2022, https://tradingeco 
nomics.com/commodity/palm-  oil.

27. Office of Assistant to Deputy Cabinet Secretary for State Documents & Translation, “In-
donesia’s New Capital to Become Most Advanced Technology, Lifestyle Exhibition: President 
Jokowi,” Cabinet Secretariat of the Republic of Indonesia, Government of the Republic of Indo-
nesia, 13 January 2020, https://setkab.go.id/.

28. Da Costa. “Indonesia Unveils Site.”
29. Prashanth Parameswaran, “ASEAN Subregionalism in Focus with BIMP-  Eaga Anniver-

sary,” The Diplomat, 21 February 2019, https://thediplomat.com/.
30. “South China Sea Dispute: Malaysia Accuses China of Breaching Airspace,” BBC News,  

2 June 2021, https://www.bbc.com/.
31. Kate Lamb, Tom llard, and Agustinus Beo Da Costa, “Exclusive China Protested Indone-

sian Drilling, Military Exercises,” Reuters, 1 December 2021, https://www.reuters.com/.
32. Combined Joint Information Bureau 7th Infantry Division Public Affairs, “Super Garuda 

Shield 2022 Showcases Multinational Partnership and Joint Interoperability,” U.S. Embassy and 
Consulates in Indonesia, https://id.usembassy.gov/super-  garuda-  shield-2022-showcases 
- multinational- partnership-  and-  joint-  interoperability/.

33. “Fact Sheet: Quad Leaders Tokyo Summit 2022,” 23 May 2022, The White House, https://
www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-  room/statements-  releases/2022/05/23/fact-  sheet-  quad-  leaders 
- tokyo-  summit-2022/.

34. “Press Release—Permanent Court of Arbitration,” Permanent Court of Arbitration, The 
Hague, 12 July 2016, https://docs.pca-  cpa.org/.

35. Jay Benson, “The Forgotten Key to Maritime Security in the Sulu-  Celebes Seas,” The Dip-
lomat, 21 March 2019, https://thediplomat.com/.

36. Hamilton Fish Armstrong, “Troubled Birth of Malaysia,” Foreign Affairs 41 (1962), 673, 
https://heinonline.org/.

37. “Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961-63. Volume XXIII, Southeast Asia. 330. 
Special National Intelligence Estimate,” US Department of State, 20 February 1963, https://
history.state.gov/.

38. Adam Kok Wey Leong, “The War That Gave Birth to ASEAN,” The Diplomat, 18 Septem-
ber 2016, https://thediplomat.com/.

39. Jamil Maidan Flores and Jun Abad, “The Founding of ASEAN,” Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations, 8 August 1997, https://asean.org/.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed or implied in JIPA are those of the authors and should not be construed as carrying the 
official sanction of the Department of Defense, Department of the Air Force, Air Education and Training Command, 
Air University, or other agencies or departments of the US government or their international equivalents.

file:///E:/_4%20Journals/_JIPA/_JIPA%20Folder%202022/06%20JIPA%20NOV%20-%20DEC%202022/%20https://www.unep.org/.%20
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/indonesia-says-wants-reduce-deforestation-not-completely-end-it-2021-11-05/
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/indonesia-says-wants-reduce-deforestation-not-completely-end-it-2021-11-05/
https://tradingeconomics.com/commodity/palm-oil
https://tradingeconomics.com/commodity/palm-oil
https://setkab.go.id/en/indonesias-new-capital-to-become-most-advanced-technology-lifestyle-exhibition-president-jokowi/
https://thediplomat.com/2019/02/asean-subregionalism-in-focus-with-bimp-eaga-anniversary/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57328868
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/exclusive-china-protested-indonesian-drilling-military-exercises-2021-12-01/
https://id.usembassy.gov/super-garuda-shield-2022-showcases-multinational-partnership-and-joint-interoperability/
https://id.usembassy.gov/super-garuda-shield-2022-showcases-multinational-partnership-and-joint-interoperability/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-tokyo-summit-2022/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-tokyo-summit-2022/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-tokyo-summit-2022/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/23/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-tokyo-summit-2022/
https://docs.pca-cpa.org/2016/07/PH-CN-20160712-Press-Release-No-11-English.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/the-forgotten-key-to-maritime-security-in-the-sulu-celebes-seas/
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/fora41&div=62&id=&page=
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v23/d330
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v23/d330
https://thediplomat.com/2016/09/the-war-that-gave-birth-to-asean/
https://asean.org/about-asean/the-founding-of-asean/


12   JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022

SENIOR LEADER PERSPECTIVE

Maintaining US Credibility in the 
Pacific Islands

ambassaDor John t. hennessey-   nilanD

If successful, the September 2022 US–Pacific Island Country Summit meeting 
between President Joe Biden and 12 Pacific Island leaders can help ensure the 
administration’s “new” rhetoric about the importance of the region is matched 

with additional resources. American leadership is on the line here. A United 
States Institute of Peace report issued prior to the summit points out “intensifying 
competition with Beijing has led U.S. policy makers to reappraise the strategic 
importance of the Pacific.”1

The credibility of US claims of a new commitment to the region—which has 
seen American attention wax and wane over the years—is going to be tested. The 
advantages that the United States enjoy in the Indo-   Pacific are at risk if this ad-
ministration’s efforts are regarded as too little too late. Washington has a historic 
relationship with the Pacific Islands dating to World War II; there are close fam-
ily ties that continue to this day between the region and Pacific Island communi-
ties in the United States. These nations share values and ideals that are held in 
common with the United States, and the US military presence in the region is 
welcomed by and large. These bonds have helped overcome the distance from 
Washington even during lengthy periods of US disinterest.

This region has been the focus of attention previously, with much fanfare (at 
least in the United States) about American “pivots” to the Pacific, which have 
petered out over time. Island leaders have heard it all before.2 Unless additional 
resources follow these new announcements, Washington risks seeing these na-
tions turning to other sources of support, such as from the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), which is focused on expanding China’s presence and influence 
across the Pacific. What is most concerning is what may follow any PRC aid. 
Beijing is a vigorous competitor in the region and not averse to ignoring the rules. 
The United States needs to be present as well as persistent in the Pacific Islands, 
demonstrating day-   by-   day Washington’s commitment and capability to be the 
partner of choice.

Recent US administrations, to their credit, have taken important steps and 
announced a series of initiatives focused on a free and open Indo-   Pacific. In 2020, 
the administration issued the “Pacific Pledge,” which promised more than USD 
100 million in new assistance to the region.3 Earlier this year, the White House 
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released a new Indo-   Pacific Strategy of the United States, which specifically men-
tions—for the first time—that climate change threatens to destabilize the region.4 
And in June, the governments of Australia, Japan, New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States established the Partners in the Blue Pacific—a 
minilateral (and much needed) effort to coordinate assistance from like-   minded 
nations.5 Palau’s new fiber optic cable is a great example of execution.

For its part, the Department of State (DOS) has “stepped up.” Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken was in Fiji earlier this year and Deputy Secretary Wendy 
Sherman traveled to the region in August, reflecting “the United States’ commit-
ment to engage meaningfully with fellow Pacific nations in the spirit of partner-
ship and friendship.”6 The DOS and the White House have also announced—
subject to Congressional funding and approval from the host governments—the 
opening of new US embassies in Kiribati and Tonga and potentially other coun-
tries in the region.7

However, the DOS needs to do more, including strengthening the small US 
outposts that dot the region. The motor pools in our larger embassies have more 
staff than small Pacific posts like Palau. This must change. Some in the region are 
questioning if the new US embassies will be “full service” posts—will they have an 
economic or USAID officer with reach-   back to US development assistance; a 
consular officer who can issue visas to facilitate travel to the United States; or a 
defense attaché to strengthen military support? Will these new posts advance US 
strategic objectives as well as assist with other pressing concerns in the region? So, 
it is not just about more money.

What is worse than American neglect is overpromising and underdelivering. 
Pacific Island leaders know that US interest in their region has as much to do with 
the global contest with the PRC as with the islands themselves. To be successful, 
there must be something in every US engagement and deployment in the Indo- 
Pacific that addresses the myriad other concerns of these nations, such as climate 
change and capacity building in their communities. That is the basis of a true and 
lasting partnership. US assistance on COVID is a model for such help.

Possibly the best way to demonstrate US resolve is to agree on funding for the 
Compacts of Free Association with Palau, the Federated States of Micronesia, 
and the Marshall Islands—the three nations in the Pacific freely associated with 
the United States.8 A positive conclusion to these talks and prompt funding of 
them would be a powerful signal of America’s long-   term commitment to the re-
gion and its interest in assisting the people of the Pacific. Should skeptics question 
the cost, this would be far less expensive than a new US base there or extra ships 
to patrol the Pacific. µ



14  JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER=DECEMBER 2022 

Hennessey-Niland 

Ambassador John T. Hennessey-   Niland
Ambassador Hennessey-   Niland is the former US ambassador to Palau. He is one of  the most experienced “Pacific 
hands” ever to serve in the Department of  State. He has worked at the White House at the National Security Coun-
cil, as a UN War Crimes Investigator in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda, and at a number of  posts in Europe 
as well as multiple assignments in the Pacific, including Fiji, Australia, and Hawai’i, where he was the foreign policy 
advisor to the commander of  US Marine Corps Forces Pacific (MARFORPAC). He is currently a professor of  
practice at the Bush School of  Government and Public Service at Texas A&M University.

Notes

1. Philip Davidson, David Stilwell, and Robert Underwood, “Why China’s Influence in the 
Freely Associated States Matters to the United States,” United States Institute of Peace, 15 Septem-
ber 2022, https://www.usip.org/.

2. Kenneth G. Liberthal, “The American Pivot to Asia,” Brookings, 21 December 2011, https://
www.brookings.edu/.

3. “U.S. Engagement in the Pacific Islands: 2020 Pacific Pledge” (fact sheet, US Department of 
State, 1 October 2020), https://2017-2021.state.gov/.

4. Indo-   Pacific Strategy of the United States (Washington, DC: The White House, February 
2022), https://www.whitehouse.gov/.

5. “Establishing the Partners in the Blue Pacific (PBP): joint statement” (press release, Foreign, 
Commonwealth & Development Office, Government of the United Kingdom, 25 June 2022), 
https://www.gov.uk/.

6. “Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman to Visit Samoa, Tonga, Solomon Islands, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand” (media note, US Department of State, 3 August 2022), https://www 
.state.gov/.

7. “Vice President Harris Announces Commitments to Strengthen U.S. Partnership with the 
Pacific Islands” (fact sheet, The White House, 12 July 2022), https://www.whitehouse.gov/.

8. Angela Smith, “US Compacts of Free Association Are Key to Deterring a Taiwan Contin-
gency,” The Diplomat, 9 August 2022, https://thediplomat.com/.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed or implied in JIPA are those of the authors and should not be construed as carrying the 
official sanction of the Department of Defense, Department of the Air Force, Air Education and Training Command, 
Air University, or other agencies or departments of the US government or their international equivalents.

https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/09/why-chinas-influence-freely-associated-states-matters-united-states
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-american-pivot-to-asia/
https://2017-2021.state.gov/u-s-engagement-in-the-pacific-islands-2020-pacific-pledge/index.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/joint-statement-on-the-establishment-of-the-partners-in-the-blue-pacific-pbp
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-of-state-wendy-sherman-to-visit-samoa-tonga-solomon-islands-australia-and-new-zealand/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-of-state-wendy-sherman-to-visit-samoa-tonga-solomon-islands-australia-and-new-zealand/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/12/fact-sheet-vice-president-harris-announces-commitments-to-strengthen-u-s-partnership-with-the-pacific-islands/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/08/us-compacts-of-free-association-are-key-to-deterring-a-taiwan-contingency/


JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022  15

FEATURE

Countering Unwelcome Strategic 
Competitors in the South Pacific

Canberra’s Perspective on the Role of Island States in the 
Indian and Pacific Islands in Realizing Australia’s  

Indo-  Pacific Interests

Dr. miChael o’keefe

Abstract

The Indo-  Pacific concept has become more prominent in Australian strategic thinking, 
but the embrace of the term in declaratory policy has not been matched operationally. 
This mismatch is clearly evidenced in the unbalanced approach to the island states of the 
Indian Ocean and Pacific. The island states of the South Pacific remain a central focus of 
Australian foreign and defense policies, with increased concerns over geostrategic com-
petition attracting greater attention than issues in the Indian Ocean. Underlying factors, 
such as Australia’s unique strategic culture, explain this continuity in Australian foreign 
policy and the slow shift to a truly Indo-  Pacific outlook. The persistence of high-  level 
threat perceptions and a habitual strategy of denial against unwelcome strategic com-
petitors are evidenced in Canberra’s responses to China’s attempts to negotiate basing 
agreements in the South Pacific. This highlights that the thrust of Australian foreign 
policy is unlikely to radically shift to the Indian Ocean in the medium term.

***

While the reinvigoration of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) 
is attributed to increasing geopolitical competition with China across 
the Indo-  Pacific, Australia remains focused on strategic competition 

within its immediate region. Australia’s relations with island states in the Indo- 
Pacific are highly skewed toward Pacific Island Countries (PIC), and relations 
with Indian Ocean states are underdeveloped. Despite a shift in declaratory 
rhetoric toward operating across the Indo-  Pacific, Canberra’s strategic outlook 
remains fixated on Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.

This article begins by identifying Australia’s interests in the Indo-  Pacific, with 
respect to island states. This leads to clarification of the role of the Indo-  Pacific 
concept in Australian foreign policy (AFP) and strategic planning in relation to 
island states. Using the Indo-  Pacific moniker as a guide to foreign policy priori-
ties is not unproblematic because, while it has a maritime focus that aligned with 
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Canberra’s strategic outlook, Australia’s interests were concentrated in the Pacific 
rather than Indian Oceans. Therefore, despite much commentary about the sig-
nificance of the creation of a new regional moniker in Australian declaratory 
policy, it has not equated to a wholesale shift in operational policy. This apparent 
tension in high-  level strategic guidance points to the need to analyze other un-
derlying drivers of policy, namely Australia’s unique strategic culture and the 
longstanding role of strategic denial in considerations of relations with island 
states. The contention is that underlying drivers of foreign policy have elevated 
the threat from China and consequently increased concern over geostrategic 
competition in the South Pacific has diminished the potential for greater coop-
eration with the island states of the Indian Ocean.

Military basing is used as a case study to illustrate the argument in relation to 
Fiji, Papua New Guinea (PNG), the Solomon Islands (Solomons), Vanuatu, and 
Sri Lanka. The case study highlights the intersection of Australian and Chinese 
interests in the Pacific that are presently framed as part of the broader Indo- 
Pacific strategic rivalry, but which for Australia have had a longstanding and ha-
bitual historical basis in strategic culture. The case also identifies the role of PICs 
in achieving Australia’s strategic interests and in particular the agency of PIC 
leaders in leveraging strategic rivalry to suit their national interests (interests 
which were not located in the geopolitical sphere). The case also highlights the 
very shallow presence in AFP of Indian Ocean versus South Pacific island states, 
which therefore form the focus of this article.

Australia’s Indo-  Pacific Interests and Island States

Continuity is a core attribute of Australia’s regional interests. Since the Indo- 
Pacific concept became a central part of framing Australia’s interests in the mid-
2010s, stability and order have been the watchwords in AFP. Foreign Affairs and 
Defence declaratory policy have consistently elevated the importance of main-
taining regional stability and the status quo in the face of the rise of China—the 
prescription being a gradual and predictable integration of China’s expanding 
interests in the region. For example, the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper identified 
that “The Indo–Pacific’s stability depends more than ever on the actions of, and 
relations between, two of Australia’s most important partners—the United States 
and China.” More pointedly, it noted, “We encourage China to exercise its power 
in a way that enhances stability, reinforces international law and respects the in-
terests of smaller countries and their right to pursue them peacefully.”1

In the context of China’s militarization of the South China Sea, Canberra has 
focused on the maintenance of the “rules-  based order,”2 which approximated pro-
tecting the international political, economic, and legal status quo. Canberra has 
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bandwagoned with like-  minded democracies, such as India and the United States, 
to protect the status quo, and this is best evidenced in the reinvigoration of the 
Quad. Canberra has also maintained its longstanding focus on the strategic denial 
of unwelcome strategic competitors from its immediate region, and perceptions 
of increased Chinese influence in the South Pacific have led to a Pacific policy 
“Step-  up.”3 Both the maintenance of the status quo order and strategic denial 
were not new, but greater emphasis on the South Pacific has not been matched by 
efforts in the Indian Ocean, and this highlights how greater analysis of the role of 
the Indo-  Pacific concept in AFP is warranted.

The Indo-  Pacific Concept and Australia’s Foreign Policy toward 
Island States in the Indian and Pacific Oceans

The Indo-  Pacific is a relatively new concept in Australian strategic thinking. The 
extent to which it actually guides AFP is questionable, and this ambiguity is di-
rectly relevant to relations with island states in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. The 
concept has the promise to do more than simply extend the previous Asia-  Pacific 
nomenclature to the west into South Asia and the Indian Ocean. The economic 
character of the previous regional label that framed AFP from the Hawke and 
Keating governments in the late 1980s and 1990s was clear from the fact that 
geographic focus on the Asia-  Pacific was on Australia’s key trading partners in 
Southeast and then North Asia.4 During this timeframe, the locus of Australia’s 
trade with Asia shifted from Southeast to Northeast Asia, and then more recently 
concentrated on China. Simultaneously, the assumption that China would liber-
alize as it grew was found to be wanting;5 so, by the 2010s, Canberra found that 
its major trading partner was also increasingly becoming a strategic competitor.

The Australian government’s emphasis on trade with Asia meant that the Pa-
cific element of Asia-  Pacific concept was not emphasized.6 Furthermore, when 
Canberra did focus on the Pacific it was the South Pacific rather than North Pa-
cific—the latter of which Australian policy makers viewed as a US domain. This 
geographic emphasis aligned with post–World War II strategic planning, whereby 
Australia (and New Zealand) were assigned responsibility for maintaining strate-
gically vital sea lanes of communication (SLOC) between the continental United 
States and Australia.7 These responsibilities contributed to Canberra’s focus on 
strategic denial and shaped Australia’s force structure.8 By the time of the 2020 
Strategic Update, the South Pacific was treated as “the region in which Australia 
needs to be capable of leading military operations.”9 Notably this emphasis has 
never been claimed in relation to the Indian Ocean. These issues will be developed 
in subsequent sections and the military basing case study.
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Past practice led to the question as to what extent Canberra will emphasize the 
South Pacific in its Indo-  Pacific strategy,10 and it appeared that the situation had 
reversed. The South Pacific had risen in strategic importance in Canberra since 
the Asia-  Pacific moniker was coined in the 1990s, and in the 2020s, it was the 
Indo aspect of the Indo-  Pacific that was underdeveloped in regards to relations 
with island states. However, the reversal in focus was not necessarily due to the 
existence of the new regional moniker guiding AFP but rather to an intensifica-
tion of strategic rivalry with China in the South Pacific.11

The 2013 Defence White Paper identified the Indo-  Pacific as important to Austra-
lian strategic thinking, but the implications for operational policy were ill- defined. 
The concept was elevated in declaratory policy through the 2016 Defence White 
Paper, which highlighted the shift to a maritime strategy and the 2017 Foreign 
Policy White Paper that emphasized the core interest of protecting the “rules-  based 
order” in the Indo-  Pacific.12 In fact, in the latter policy document, the Indo-  Pacific 
moniker was mentioned approximately 80 times in relation to most aspects of AFP. 
Previously the potential of South Asia and the Indian Ocean had been mentioned 
in passing in government policy statements and by analysts alike,13 but this poten-
tial had not been matched by significant government initiatives in this realm, bar-
ring the first iteration of the Quad, which unraveled under pressure from China in 
2008.14 In fact, despite the promise contained in these declaratory statements, secu-
rity relations between Australia and South Asian and Indian Ocean states evolved 
slowly at best, and evidently this lack of emphasis was mutual.

The 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper firmly connected the aim of protecting the 
“rules-  based order” with maintaining a strong US alliance. This white paper noted 
that Australia’s “vision for a neighbourhood” involved “adherence to rules” and 
that “Our alliance with the United States is central to Australia’s approach to the 
Indo–Pacific . . . and to support a balance in the Indo–Pacific favourable to our 
interests and promote an open, inclusive and rules-  based region, Australia will 
also work more closely with the region’s major democracies.”15 This renewed in-
terest in the region led to the focus on reinvigorating the Quad, rather than any 
significant activities with Indian Ocean island states.16 However, despite the em-
phasis in declaratory policy on rules-  based order, this term was problematic to 
define,17 and, as with the Indo-  Pacific moniker, it was also difficult to identify 
operationally in AFP. In fact, there were solid grounds on which to question Can-
berra’s commitment to a rules-  based order in relation to emerging international 
norms on climate change or the long-  standing respect for fundamental human 
rights.18 What was not debatable was that a particular type of order supported by 
the United States and like-  minded partners was what Canberra craved, and this 
desire was firmly rooted in Australian strategic culture.
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By contrast to the use of the previous regional descriptor of the Asia-  Pacific, 
Canberra’s embrace of the Indo-  Pacific was of a maritime concept, and it was one 
that had the potential to consolidate Australia’s maritime strategy in the Pacific 
and Indian Oceans.19 As such, this formal extension in the identification of an 
area of primary strategic concern to the west coincided with the shift in usage in 
US policy circles.20 It also aligned Australian strategy with the US shift from a 
Pacific to an Indo-  Pacific command of military forces in the region in 2018. The 
Trump administration’s Indo-  Pacific Strategy cemented this shift for the United 
States, and Biden has reinforced this focus.21

As such, in AFP the Indo-  Pacific should be viewed primarily as a strategic 
concept in relation to China’s (and subsequently Russia’s) challenge to the status- 
 quo order,22 where the earlier focus on the Asia-  Pacific was primarily economic 
(and, as noted, largely overlooked the South Pacific unless disorder or disaster 
struck). For Canberra, the rise of the Indo-  Pacific moniker coincided with in-
creasing diplomatic tension and strategic competition with China and reflected a 
willingness to bandwagon with other like-  minded democracies and its “great and 
powerful friend,” the United States.23 This approach reflected an essential element 
of Australia’s strategic culture, which will be discussed in the following section. 
However, beyond the identification of high-  level strategic goals aligned with the 
United States, Australia’s Indo-  Pacific strategy was difficult to define leading re-
spected commentators to question whether it was “illusory.”24

The drivers behind the adoption of the Indo-  Pacific moniker and the recency of 
the geographic shift were reflected in the contrasting nature of relationships that 
Australia had with Indian Ocean island states and PICs. The South Pacific has 
been a central area of strategic concern for Canberra since before federation in 
1901,25 while almost no strategic relations existed or have been developed with 
island states of the Indian Ocean, other than Timor Leste which is treated simi-
larly to South Pacific states. That is, Australia has very little strategic, diplomatic, 
economic, or cultural links with Comoros, Madagascar, Maldives, Mauritius, Sey-
chelles, and Sri Lanka. The Indian Ocean itself is mentioned in the past three 
white papers and strategic guidance documents, but it has largely been focused on 
Indian Ocean rim states or trade routes. From a bilateral standpoint, only Sri Lanka 
is mentioned in these documents—and only twice in very general terms. However, 
from a domestic political standpoint, asylum seekers from Sri Lanka’s civil war did 
become an issue in Australia in the late 2000s. The one notable situation where a 
strategic issue from the island states of the Indian Ocean became an issue for 
Australia was when the Chinese gained ownership of the Hambantota Port in Sri 
Lanka in 2017. However, rather than Canberra acting in relation to Sri Lanka in 
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the sense of Indo-  Pacific strategic rivalry, the example was applied negatively to 
PICs, and this will be discussed in detail as a case study later in this article.

While not an island state, Diego Garcia, does feature in Australia’s strategic 
thinking due to the importance of the US base and the equipment prepositioned 
there. The United Kingdom administers Diego Garcia and leases it to the United 
States, and there is pressure from Mauritius to regain control over the Chagos 
Archipelago, of which Diego Garcia is a part. The UN and International court of 
Justice support Mauritius’ claim and have called for the UK to decolonize Diego 
Garcia as quickly as possible.26 Canberra has been silent on this issue highlighting 
the limits of Canberra’s commitment to supporting a rules-  based order when the 
issue conflicts with Australian concerns in supporting US strategic interests, 
which is a key element of strategic culture.27 

When Canberra looks west, the focus has mostly centered on India’s role and 
potential in the Indo-  Pacific power struggle, and the emphasis was nascent at best 
with respect to Australia’s relations with Indian Ocean island states that may be 
viewed as strategically peripheral. Due to Canberra’s overwhelming focus on PICs 
rather than Indian Ocean island states, how this region supports Canberra in real-
izing Australia’s national interests will form the focal point of the remainder of 
this article.

Strategic Denial, Strategic Culture, and Threat Perceptions

The strategic denial of unwelcome competitors in Australia’s immediate region 
was ingrained in Australia’s foreign and defense policies. Strategic denial is an 
approach that has been mentioned either directly or indirectly in every significant 
Australian policy statement since World War II, with the emphasis growing over 
time. For example, the 2016 Defence White Paper noted, “Instability in our imme-
diate region could have strategic consequences for Australia should it lead to in-
creasing influence by actors from outside the region with interests inimical to 
ours.”28 This theme has gathered strength over time, and in the 2020 Strategic 
Update the prescription for deterring and defeating foreign forces in the immedi-
ate region was “strengthening sovereignty and resilience to coercion . . . [and] 
developing capabilities to hold adversary forces and infrastructure at risk further 
from Australia.”29 Canberra’s sensitivity to foreign interference in what prime 
ministers (PM) regularly term Australia’s backyard or patch can be explained 
through Australia’s unique strategic culture.

In his seminal work on superpower behavior during the Cold War, Carl Jacob-
son defined strategic culture as “a distinctive and lasting set of beliefs, values and 
habits regarding the threat and use of force, which have their roots in such funda-
mental influences as geopolitical setting, history and political culture.”30 Graeme 
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Cheeseman, a significant Australian strategic studies academic, was a key propo-
nent of applying the concept to Australia, and he focused on the enduring impact 
of the colonial era, the failed decolonization of a “white” settler society in a dis-
tinctly Asian region, and the threat perceptions that developed as a result of this 
historical experience.31 As such Australia’s strategic culture can be defined as:

• Celebration of its foundational Anglo culture;
• Heightened threat perceptions focused on alienation from the Asian region 

of which it does not feel a part; and,
• A sense of indefensibility arising from a potent mix of threat perceptions, 

isolation from Anglo-  American allies, and a large land mass to be defended 
by a small population.32

The foundations of Australia’s underlying strategic culture can be identified in 
high-  level threat perceptions, which were often exaggerated by a deep sense of 
geographic isolation and politico-  cultural alienation. The first such example being 
the invasion scare in the Australian colonies in the 1850s prompted by the distant 
Crimean War,33 and the trend continues to this day with respect to China. An 
enduring aspect of Australia’s strategic culture is cultural alienation from the re-
gion in which Australia is geographically located but does not belong (Asia and the 
Pacific, and now the Indo-  Pacific) and cultural and political isolation from distant 
states that Canberra defined as possessing shared history and democratic values 
and being able to support it against a potential threat emanating from Asia. Orig-
inally the United Kingdom was identified as Australia’s “great and powerful friend,” 
but as Britain declined during World War II, the United States was identified as 
Australia’s savior.34 These threat perceptions were born out of the white settler ex-
perience in relation to Australia’s indigenous people and the unfamiliar foreboding 
environment, both of which were perceived as alien and had to be tamed.35 Once 
this initial task of “nation” building was underway, threat perceptions expanded to 
include first the European empires and their possessions in Asia and then Asian 
empires and states. During the Cold War, an ideological overlay was placed on the 
threat, making it even more “alien” insofar as Australia firmly supported the West-
ern alliance while many Asian states were identified as being part of the threat of 
international Communism through the domino theory.36

The elevated threat perceptions that are central to Australia’s strategic culture 
have had a profound impact on AFP. When triggered by an external event, such as 
the fall of Singapore in 1942, the terrorist attacks on the United States on 11 Sep-
tember 2001, or the announcement of a Chinese security agreement with the Solo-
mons in 2022, Canberra has responded comprehensively and in a manner that may 
be viewed as contrary to other core interests. As such, while maximizing trade op-
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portunities generally dominated Canberra’s international outlook, when it was per-
ceived that an existential threat presented itself, AFP pivoted to meet the chal-
lenge—even if doing so was not in Australia’s economic interests. This explained the 
apparent contradiction with respect to relations with China, which had long been 
and remains Australia’s major trading partner, but in the 2020s was openly identi-
fied as its major strategic rival.

How PICs fit into Canberra’s strategy of denial in the face of a strategic chal-
lenge to Australia’s interests can be evidenced in the issue of Chinese basing. 
However, it must be noted that concern over foreign influence in the Pacific is not 
new but rather a continuation of a long-  standing trend, which fits with the endur-
ing character of strategic culture. During the Cold War in the 1980s, Canberra 
expressed concern over Soviet attempts at negotiating “fishing agreements” with 
PICs as such pacts were viewed as facilitating spying.37 More recently, in 2016, 
Russia provided military equipment to Fiji, which also set off alarm bells, and 
Australia offered Bushmaster infantry mobility vehicles (IMV) to Fiji to cement 
the post-  coup relationship.38

The Threat of Foreign Bases in the South Pacific: A Case Study

Canberra has consistently acted pragmatically to engineer a position whereby 
PICs view Australia as their security partner of choice.39 Canberra has confirmed 
this role numerous times by acting decisively in the case of breaches in regional 
order (such as coups or other cases of domestic instability) and natural disasters 
(most notably in response to the cyclones that regularly devastate PICs). In rela-
tion to maintaining order, Canberra has long been concerned with state fragility, 
which led to the use of the term Arc of Instability to refer to the Indonesian archi-
pelago and Pacific islands to Australia’s east.40 Operationally, this concern is 
epitomized by the decade long Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Is-
lands (RAMSI) military and policing operation, which was bankrolled by Austra-
lian taxpayers at a cost over AUD 2.5 billion.41

As geopolitical tension with China increased in the 2010s so did Canberra’s 
concern about Chinese influence in the region. For example, the 2020 Strategic 
Update noted that “Australia is concerned by the potential for actions, such as the 
establishment of military bases, which could undermine stability in the Indo- 
Pacific and our immediate region.”42 Worst-  case scenarios that reflect the threat 
perceptions inherent in Australian strategic culture have dominated analysis and 
commentary of Chinese activities in the Pacific. As one respected analyst put it, 
“Chinese-  owned ports and airports could eventually facilitate a forward presence 
for the PLA Navy and Air Force in the maritime air approaches to Australia’s 



Countering Unwelcome Strategic Competitors in the South Pacific

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022  23

eastern seaboard. That would fundamentally change our strategic circumstances for 
the worse as key population centres would come under direct threat in wartime.”43

However, there are numerous variables that will limit whether this wartime 
scenario comes to pass, and no discussion of the credibility of this sort of threat 
was included in analyses. This highlights the high-  level threat perceptions that 
naturally permeate Australian strategic culture. Furthermore, the agency of Solo-
mon Islands’ leaders was also underexplored, and this is a recurrent theme in rela-
tion to analysis that treats the South Pacific as a potential battleground rather 
than an area populated by Pacific Islanders with their own interests.44 PIC leaders 
did not necessarily share Canberra’s militarized view of the South Pacific; for ex-
ample, in responding to the apparent return of a version of Cold War bipolarity, 
then–Samoan Prime Minister Tuilaepa Malielegaoi observed that “their enemies 
are not our enemies.”45

There have been many rumors of China negotiating basing agreements that did 
not eventuate, as in Vanuatu in 2018, or were openly thwarted by Canberra, as in 
PNG and Fiji in 2019, where Australia funded building bases. The strategic game 
changer came in 2022 in the Solomon Islands and coincided with an election 
campaign in Australia, which ensured that the issue would be more politicized 
than might have otherwise been the case.

Before detailing the cases two contextual points must be noted. First, it is clear 
from numerous credible leaks that Canberra has excellent intelligence of diplo-
macy in regional capitals; therefore, tentative statements by government officials 
belie significant concerns.46 Furthermore, government press releases and leaks 
that referred to intelligence from often unnamed sources were regularly reported 
in the Australian media, which highlighted the connection between the threat 
perceptions that characterize strategic culture and public opinion. Second, these 
case studies only connect Australia’s interests in the South Pacific with the Indian 
Ocean with respect to the means by which China gained ownership of the Ham-
bantota Port in Sri Lanka. The impact of “debt-  trap” diplomacy in Sri Lanka was 
referred to repeatedly as an example of how the situation could evolve in the 
South Pacific.47

Vanuatu 2018: A Base Thwarted?

In April 2018 Australian media broke the news that China was negotiating an 
access agreement to establish a naval base in Vanuatu. The story was based on 
leaked sources, presumably from within the Australian government and/or intel-
ligence sources and identified the ramifications of the base as a “globally signifi-
cant move that could see the rising superpower sail warships on Australia’s 
doorstep.”48 The strategic commentary used the example of the Hambantota Port 
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in Sri Lanka to speculate about the scenario that could play out: “A Beijing- 
funded wharf in Vanuatu that is struggling to make money is big enough to allow 
powerful warships to dock alongside it, heightening fears the port could be con-
verted into a Chinese naval installation.”49

The news of the proposed base identified that the base would represent a breach 
in Australia’s long-  standing strategy of denial that is characteristic of Australia’s 
strategic culture.50 Then–Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull expressed “grave” 
concern51 and used megaphone diplomacy that expressed the importance of stra-
tegic denial: “We would view with great concern the establishment of any foreign 
military bases in those Pacific Island countries and neighbours of ours.”52 Using 
this form of megaphone diplomacy was not uncommon in Canberra—and was 
not welcomed in the Pacific—but was a testament to what PM Scott Morrison 
would later identify in relation to the Solomons as “red lines” that Canberra did 
not want crossed.53

At the time the Vanuatu and Chinese governments were at pains to deny the 
story and treated it as an unsubstantiated rumor focused on an innocuous wharf 
redevelopment. However, the authoritative statements by the Australian PM and 
numerous leaks to the Australian press highlighted that Canberra treated the 
threat as very real. Presuming that the proposal was real, that it did not go ahead 
was testament to the success of Canberra’s lobbying, and this highlighted the role 
of the Vanuatu government in achieving Australia’s interests, but as we will see, 
this situation was reversed in the case of the Solomon Islands in 2022. Meanwhile 
rumors persisted, as did the analysis, such as in the case of Samoa, where it was 
argued that a rumored port development “could lead to a ‘salient right through the 
heart’ of America’s defences in the South Pacific or threaten Australia’s east-  coast 
trade routes to the US.”54

Fiji 2018–2019: Australia and PICs Working Together and 
Outmaneuvering China

The importance of PICs in achieving Canberra’s interests was on display in the 
case of both the Manus Island Naval Base in PNG and the Blackrock Peacekeep-
ing & Humanitarian Assistance & Disaster Relief Camp (Blackrock Camp) in 
Fiji.55 In the interests of brevity, the latter will be the focus of this example of 
Australian competition with China.

A rapprochement occurred between Australia and Fiji in the mid-2010s after 
years of sanctions imposed after Commodore Frank Bainimarama’s coup in 
2006.56 Canberra was keen to redevelop the formerly well-  established military 
diplomacy ties, while the Fijian military was more circumspect. Support for the 
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Cyclone Winston disaster and recovery response in 2016 was welcomed, and 
Australia’s provision of 14 Bushmaster IMVs to Fiji’s military in 2017 along with 
patrol boats to all PICs further cemented Australia’s credentials as the security 
partner of choice.

When rumors surfaced of China’s willingness to support Fiji in the redevelop-
ment of its Blackrock Camp, the Australian response was swift. For Australian 
commentators the point of competition was clear: the title of the article that 
broke the story was “Australia Beats China to Funding Fiji Base,” and the text 
noted that Australia “outbid China to secure the rights as the sole foreign donor.”57 
In contrast to China’s perceived intentions, Australia was not searching for a base 
for its own forces but rather to provide facilities for Fijian (and regional ) peace-
keepers, while also denying China a foothold.

Commentary and analysis of Australia’s support for Fiji’s Blackrock Camp 
highlighted the urgency of strategic denial in Australia’s policy. However, the 
agency of Fijian leaders in using geopolitical competition to support their inter-
ests is underestimated in the narrative. In this case there is no doubt that China 
was negotiating with Fiji, but Australia provided a package of support including 
infrastructure, through life support and training, which was more attractive to the 
Fijian military. Furthermore, the Fijian leaders were interested in cementing ties 
after the long coup years. So, Australia may have “won” against China, but it is Fiji 
that provided the victory. We will see below, that in relation to the Chinese re-
gional security agreement this influence of PIC leaders in supporting Australia’s 
achievement of its Indo-  Pacific interests is also evident.

The “Loss” of  the Solomons to China in 2022

When news broke that China was negotiating a base in the Solomon Islands in 
early 2022, the Australian government had reason to believe that these plans could 
be thwarted. This assumption was reasonable given the previous history in Vanu-
atu, PNG, and Fiji and previous diplomacy with the Solomons. For example, in 
2018 Canberra was able to reverse an agreement for China to install a submarine 
cable to Honiara,58 which was followed by an offer of AUD 260 million in devel-
opment assistance for special projects when Prime Minister Morrison visited the 
Solomons in June 2019. Public commentary characterized this as being designed 
“to Stave Off China’s Pacific Growth.”59

China moved quickly under the cover of an election campaign in Australia to 
secure an agreement. In a classic example of megaphone diplomacy the PM noted 
that a Chinese base would present a geostrategic red line for Australia.60 How-
ever, despite the deliberations being leaked before signing and significant pressure 
being applied from Australia and the United States, an agreement was signed in 
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April 2022. Despite the frenetic Australian diplomacy, Washington was con-
cerned enough to let its preferences be known directly to the Solomon’s govern-
ment. For example, Kurt Campbell, Pres. Joe Biden’s Indo-  Pacific coordinator, 
made a lightning visit to Honiara to try to derail the agreement. US commenta-
tors, such as Charles Edel from the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
in Washington, DC, warned that a base would be “deeply problematic for the 
United States and a real cause of concern for our allies and partners.”61

The Solomons access agreement could be considered a loss for Australia, and 
that is certainly the dominant view in the commentary and analysis. However, this 
is based on the worst-  case scenario of events that are yet to occur and may never 
ensue. It is assumed that a military base with the capacity to directly threaten 
Australia and/or SLOCs between Australia and the United States is the natural 
progression from the agreement. There are numerous other scenarios that are 
more likely, and all of these will involve aligning the agency of PIC leaders with 
Australia’s strategic interests in the Indo-  Pacific—a task that will consume policy 
makers and diplomats for some time to come.

PIC Agency and Australian Foreign Policy Interests in 
the Indo-Pacific

That Canberra has been able to maintain the South Pacific as an “Australian 
lake” since World War II is testament to the priority afforded to strategic denial. 
However, the criticisms of the American description of the Pacific as an “Ameri-
can Lake”62 also apply to Australia because focusing on the area as an arena for 
strategic competition undermines the sovereignty and agency of the very Pacific 
Islanders needed to realize Australia’s interests.

The close military-  diplomatic relationship with Fiji and PNG was on display in 
the frenetic diplomacy surrounding the China–Solomons base deal in 2022. This 
diplomatic collaboration in support of Australian (and US) security interests 
highlights that PIC leaders have been adept in supporting the strategic interests 
of external powers while delivering public goods to their people via the largess of 
donors competing for influence. This dynamic was best evidenced by significant 
divisions over climate change between the PICs and Australia, where Canberra 
was often able to achieve its strategic interests despite significant disagreements 
over environmental issues.

In the parlance of Cold War bipolarity, the Morrison government was seen to 
‘lose’ the Solomons to China. The change of government in Australia in May 
2022 saw the incoming government double down with initiatives that aligned 
closely with strategic culture. The incoming prime minister, Anthony Albanese, 
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and foreign minister, Penny Wong, travelled to Tokyo for a Quad meeting before 
the election results were even finalized, which highlighted the maintenance of a 
commitment to the rules-  based order. Furthermore, Wong then traveled to the 
South Pacific to coincide with a visit by the Chinese foreign minister, whose 
agenda included securing PICs to sign a regional security agreement that would 
cement China’s success in the Solomons. Wong’s urgent trip four days into her 
candidature sent all the right signals to PIC leaders about respecting sovereignty 
and agency, warned of the destabilizing impact of a new agreement, promised 
more aid, and, most significantly, highlighted the new government’s commitment 
to tackle climate change,63 which the Morrison government stubbornly refused to 
do. PIC leaders, wary of bringing a new cold war to the Pacific, thwarted the 
Chinese regional security agreement, reinforcing Australia’s role as the status quo 
security partner of choice. Australian public opinion strongly supported the in-
coming government’s stance on China’s activities in the South Pacific, and the 
Solomons basing agreement in particular, as the issue was also prominent in the 
2022 ‘Khaki’ election.64 This highlights how deeply ingrained strategic culture is 
in Australia’s psyche.

Conclusion

To date the Indo-  Pacific moniker has had greater declaratory than operational 
impact in Australian strategic planning and foreign policy. Nonetheless it is clear 
that the concept was designed to align diplomacy with the United States and 
like-  minded states in the face of perceptions of an increasing threat from China. 
As such, the rise of Quad 2.0 is a prime example of how the Indo-  Pacific moniker 
can assist in coalescing states that share concerns about China’s impact on the 
rules-  based order. This defense of the status quo that so benefits Quad members 
is a key element of Australia’s twenty-  first-  century strategic outlook. The shared 
defense of the rules-  based order forms the latest iteration of a long connection 
between Australia and the United States that became institutionalized through 
alliance after World War II. The fact that strategic order and the US alliance are 
so intwined must be seen as an essential attribute of Australia’s strategic culture, 
and this has long shaped how Australia relates to PICs.

Since before Federation in 1901, Australia has practiced the strategic denial of 
unwelcome competitors in its immediate region. This strategy is so ubiquitous 
that it has become an enduring element in Australia’s strategic culture. Australia’s 
outlook has involved high-  level threat perceptions throughout peace time, and 
this is also a key element in strategic culture. Furthermore, this relates more to 
threats emanating from or through Asia and the South Pacific than through its 
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Indian Ocean approaches, and this partially explains the lack of emphasis placed 
on relations with Indian Ocean island states.

Chinese influence in the Pacific fits into a broader pattern of geopolitical rivalry 
across the Indo-  Pacific. However, it is Chinese activities in the South Pacific that 
have piqued the interest of Australian policy makers, strategists, and commenta-
tors, and this theater in a new cold war has been the focus of Australian foreign 
and defense policies. Little emphasis has been placed on Indian Ocean island 
states, and for Canberra the Indo aspect of the Indo-  Pacific has concentrated on 
the Quad.

China’s military basing intentions are a litmus test for Beijing’s influence in the 
Pacific and have been a key focus of AFP since rumors surfaced in relation to 
Vanuatu in 2018. In relation to the Solomons basing agreement, US concern in its 
backyard piqued Canberra’s interest in both strategic denial of unwelcome actors 
but also Australia’s responsibility for maintaining stability in the South Pacific to 
pay its alliance dues to the United States, which is another important element of 
strategic culture. Canberra will continue to prioritize countering unwelcome stra-
tegic competitors in the South Pacific, and this is likely to constrain initiatives in 
the Indian Ocean area. µ
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The Partial Promise of Rules-  Based 
Order in the Indo-  Pacific

A Case Study of the Chagos Archipelago

Dr. Peter harris

Abstract

Will the emerging rules-  based order in the Indo-  Pacific insulate the region’s small island 
states from the vicissitudes of great-  power competition? In this article, the author uses 
evidence from the Chagos dispute between Mauritius and the United Kingdom to argue 
that the Indo-  Pacific’s norms, rules, processes, and institutions (such as they exist) are 
demonstrably insufficient to protect the interests of small island states. Rather, the Indo- 
 Pacific order is just like any other international order, past or present: a bundle of 
unevenly applied rules and institutions. Even if it is imperfect, however, the Indo-  Pacific’s 
rules-  based order still has some potential to redound to the benefit of small island states, 
if navigated strategically. The case of the Chagos Archipelago highlights the limitations 
and the partial promise of the Indo-  Pacific order.

***

It is conventional wisdom that the states of the Indo-  Pacific megaregion in-
habit a rules-  based international order. At least, the foreign policy pronounce-
ments and codified strategy documents of resident and external powers alike 

frequently invoke the twin ideas that (1) a rules-  based order in the Indo-  Pacific 
exists and (2) this order must be defended.1 However, the precise content of the 
nominal rules-  based order is not always well articulated. After all, to say that an 
international order is rules-  based is to say very little about that order, given that all 
orders have rules as a primary constituent element.2 The question is whether the 
Indo-  Pacific’s rules (and the institutions and processes for upholding those rules) 
are just, equitable, and reflective of a broad-  based regional consensus, or else bi-
ased, selectively applied, and the product of power politics. The latter type of order 
has been the norm throughout international history and, indeed, describes today’s 
international order as it operates at the global level. Only the former type of order 
would make the Indo-  Pacific order something new and different.

This article argues that some of the most prominent (self-  proclaimed) guaran-
tors of the Indo-  Pacific’s rules-  based order have already failed to distinguish their 
vision of regional order from the international orders of the past and the global 
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level international order of the present. In short, the Indo-  Pacific order is nothing 
special: it is an instance of “organized hypocrisy” rather than an equitable system 
for applying just rules.3 To illustrate the argument, the article provides a case study 
of Mauritius’ claim to sovereignty over the Chagos Archipelago, a group of around 
60 small islets that are the subject of a territorial dispute between the United King-
dom and Mauritius. The former administers the islands as the British Indian Ocean 
Territory (BIOT), but an overwhelming majority of the world’s governments and 
several international courts have backed Mauritius’ claim to sovereignty. However, 
even legal rulings in favor of Mauritius that have drawn upon longstanding and 
uncontested rules regarding decolonization have not persuaded London to relin-
quish control of the Chagos group. Instead, the United Kingdom clings to the is-
lands so that it might continue to furnish its ally, the United States, with military 
access to the largest of the Chagos Islands, Diego Garcia.

The Chagos case shows that even cardinal international norms such as sover-
eignty, self-  determination, territorial integrity, and anticolonialism are currently 
being applied in a selective fashion in the Indo-  Pacific. Moreover, the most le-
gitimate mechanisms for resolving international disputes—the United Nations 
system and international courts—have proven impotent. All the while, powerful 
actors have demonstrated an ability to pick and choose where and when to apply 
the most basic rules of international conduct. In other words, evidence from the 
Chagos case suggests that the Indo-  Pacific order is just like any other instance of 
international order, past and present. One implication is that small island states 
such as Mauritius cannot count on the rules-  based order as a bulwark against the 
vicissitudes of great-  power politics. This is not to say that the rules-  based order 
holds no promise from the perspective of small island states, but its potential to 
safeguard the interests of small island states should be regarded as limited. To 
unlock the benefits of rules-  based order, small island states must be strategic in 
navigating and invoking the order’s strictures.4

Small (Island) States and International Order

At a global level, the current international order is supposed to depend upon 
certain core principles such as state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and noninter-
vention. In the common telling of international political history, these tenets of 
world order date to the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War in 
Europe and established a basic understanding that European leaders could not 
legitimately interfere in their counterparts’ domestic affairs.5 Over time, the Eu-
ropean rulebook for international relations was exported across the world via the 
processes of conquest, colonization, decolonization, and state making.6
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However, as Stephen Krasner once argued, norms such as sovereignty are best 
understood as “organized hypocrisy” rather than ironclad laws of world politics.7 
Under conditions of anarchy, there are no hard or automatic constraints on what 
powerful actors can do to weaker states and nonstate actors. States only follow 
international rules when they perceive a clear self-  interest in doing so—for  
example, when they expect that rule-  breaking will lead to serious repercussions. 
Absent such incentives to follow international rules, the strong can be expected to 
exploit the weak with relative impunity. This leads to international rules being 
ignored and abused on a regular basis.

Yet as Krasner argued, it is not that international rules are wholly meaningless 
or ineffective. On the contrary, empirical studies have shown that formal and in-
formal institutions can structure state behavior in significant ways.8 International 
rules on colonization are instructive in this regard. It used to be the case that the 
colonization and subjugation of non-  European peoples was an accepted part of 
the European-  made international system.9 European states held formal confer-
ences to regulate colonization—i.e., the Congress of Berlin—and developed a 
recognizable corpus of international principles (such as the doctrine of “effective 
occupation”) to govern their imperial conquests. Now, however, formal coloniza-
tion is prohibited in international politics. The UN Charter recognizes the right 
of self-  determination, and in 1960 the UN General Assembly adopted Resolu-
tion 1514 (XV), which identified colonization as an abuse of human rights, called 
for decolonization to proceed apace, and established certain rules to guide the 
process of imperial dismantlement. For the most part, the world’s states follow 
these new norms against colonization. Certainly, the existence of formal empires 
in world politics is now regarded as repugnant to the core ideals of the interna-
tional community.

Like the cardinal norms of the Westphalian system, however, more recent in-
ternational rules such as the norm against colonization—which has been grafted 
onto the Westphalian substrate—should be viewed through the lens of organized 
hypocrisy.10 That is, the norm against colonization is not always followed, even if 
it is mostly followed. The most powerful states in the international system have 
found ways to exempt themselves from adhering to international rules on decolo-
nization such that some colonized territories are still non-  self-  governing.11 The 
point is that international rules are not automatic. Their efficacy depends, among 
other things, upon the power relationships that determine whether actors have 
leeway to abrogate rules that they find inconvenient.12

What does all this mean for small island states in the Indo-  Pacific? The answer 
to this question depends on whether the Indo-  Pacific order is anything like the 
ordinary sort of international order described above. If the Indo-  Pacific order is 
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merely an iteration of this larger type of order, then small island states have rea-
sons to be wary.  The leaders of such states must pay keen attention to the con-
figuration of international order—and to which actors are doing the configur-
ing—and be mindful that their ability to shape their external environment is 
strictly limited by their inferior power. If the Indo-  Pacific order is different from 
the stylized organized-  hypocritical version of international order, however, then 
the region’s small island states might have reason to conclude that they have been 
liberated from the constraints of traditional realpolitik, raising the prospect of a 
more peaceful, prosperous, predictable, and secure future.

The Rules-  Based Order as a Site of Great-  Power Competition

The question, then, is whether the Indo-  Pacific order is like the traditional type 
of international order described above, or whether it represents something new 
and different. In this section it is argued that reports of a unique rules-  based order 
in the Indo-  Pacific are greatly exaggerated. It is true, of course, that the Indo- 
Pacific order is rules-  based if this means only that rules are a primary constituent 
unit of the order. As noted in the introduction, this is true of all international 
orders—none of which lack rules altogether. However, proponents of a rules- 
based order in the Indo-  Pacific go beyond claiming that rules are merely present 
in the Indo-  Pacific. They also imply that the region’s rules are especially enlight-
ened, equitable, and, thus, worthy of a vigorous defense. These more ambitious 
claims about the Indo-  Pacific order are not supported by the empirical record.

First, consider the specific rules that are meant to constitute the Indo-  Pacific’s 
rules-  based order. For the most part, they are the rules that have long existed in 
world politics at the global level—that is, the norms of sovereignty, territorial in-
tegrity, and noninterventionism discussed above. More than anything else, the 
United States and its allies are calling for the maintenance of these Westphalian 
norms in the Indo-  Pacific.13 Other regional powers deviate slightly, but only in-
sofar as they want an even more state-  centric version of Westphalia to apply in the 
Indo-  Pacific (“Eastphalia”).14 Whenever there have been contests over the precise 
nature of the Indo-  Pacific order, it has been Westphalian or Eastphalian norms 
that have prevailed.15 Certainly, norms such as democratic government and uni-
versal human rights are not being made part of the emerging Indo-  Pacific order.

From this view, there is not much of a difference between the Indo-  Pacific or-
der and the generic international order that is supposed to govern all international 
interactions at the global level. There is, however, a vigorous contest over who 
should get to invoke and enforce the rules, and via which mechanisms. In other 
words, the geopolitical contest in the Indo-  Pacific is best understood as being 
about leadership, power, and influence, with the United States and its Quad  
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allies—plus aligned states—pitted against China; it is not a contest over rules per 
se.16 Even the concept of the Indo-  Pacific as a unified megaregion owes its sig-
nificance to the existence of great-  power rivalry. The United States, in particular, 
has pushed the idea that the states of the Indian Ocean littoral and Asia-  Pacific 
share common interests because of their mutual anxiety about China’s rise.17

Small island states are being put in greater jeopardy as their region becomes a 
theater of great-  power competition. This will obviously be true if the region de-
scends into a hot war involving large military powers. However, small island states’ 
security will be worsened even if the rivalry between the United States and China 
remains a so-  called cold war. This is because, if current trends continue, the region’s 
biggest powers can be expected to bolster their political, economic, and diplomatic 
clout by first expanding their military footprints. Indeed, the drive for greater mili-
tary power—especially in the naval sphere—is already evident in the security poli-
cies of the United States, China, India, Japan, Australia, and others. In turn, invest-
ment in naval capacities by large and middle powers will inexorably lead to small 
island states being pressured into providing basing rights—something that will 
compel them to take sides and will increase the risk of being dragged into a great- 
power conflagration.

Small island states may wish to extricate themselves from the emerging great- 
power competition, but history and geography suggests that this will be difficult 
for them to achieve. This is because small island states’ geographic potential to 
serve as military, communications, and logistics hubs will be impossible for great 
powers to ignore.18 To be sure, it is feasible that island states will find ways to turn 
geopolitical realities to their advantage—for example, by leveraging their geo-
graphic endowments to extract concessions from dueling great powers who desire 
military basing rights and other forms of political, economic, and security coop-
eration. However, even if they succeed in this regard, small island states will only 
have proven that they can survive in a world defined by realpolitik. There seems to 
be little chance of small island states using an impregnable rules-  based order as a 
shelter from great-  power politics. To survive and thrive in an era of great-  power 
competition, small island states will have to secure patronage from great powers 
or else pursue some other adroit diplomatic strategy.

The one set of rules that might be considered specific to the Indo-  Pacific is that 
concerning maritime security and freedom of navigation. While these rules are 
not unique to the Indo-  Pacific (they have global application), the urgency with 
which they are being touted in the Indo-  Pacific is a defining characteristic of the 
supposed regional order. In the South China Sea, for example, China’s alleged 
violation of maritime law has become something of a clarion call for regional 
states who wish to uphold the rule of international law. The United States and its 
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supporters have been eager to insist that certain rules apply in the maritime 
realm—the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea,19 to be sure, but also the ju-
ridical infrastructure that exists to rule on questions of maritime law (such as the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration). Concern for maritime law and security is 
something that binds together the United States, its Quad allies, and their re-
gional partners.

On its face, this emphasis on maritime rules in the Indo-  Pacific has the poten-
tial to benefit small island states. As argued below, however, the selective applica-
tion of those rules in the region undermines anything positive about the hyperat-
tention being given to maritime law. For while Western powers are highly critical 
of China’s foreign policies toward the South China Sea, not all of them are as 
robust in their criticisms of other instances of rule breaking. Nowhere is this 
clearer than in the case of the Chagos Archipelago.

The Chagos Case: A Brief History of Two Wrongs

The Chagos Archipelago is a group of around 60 tiny islets in the central In-
dian Ocean. The islands amount to just 56 km2 of land, with the largest island of 
Diego Garcia accounting for nearly 60 percent of this total (32.5 km2). Between 
1810 and 1965, the British Empire governed the Chagos Archipelago as part of 
its colony of Mauritius.20 In 1965, however, London detached the Chagos group 
from colonial Mauritius and made the archipelago part of a new island territory, 
the BIOT, along with three island groups that were formerly part of the Colony 
of the Seychelles: Aldabra, Farquhar, and Desroches. London’s purpose for creat-
ing the BIOT was to retain control of strategic islands in the Indian Ocean even 
after its colonies of Mauritius and Seychelles gained their political independence 
(which they did in 1968 and 1976, respectively).21 In the event, only Diego Garcia 
was turned into the site of a military base. Aldabra, Farquhar, and Desroches were 
returned to Seychelles upon the occasion of Seychellois independence. Every is-
land of the Chagos Archipelago other than Diego Garcia (the so-  called “Outer 
Chagos Islands”) has been left untouched by the US and UK militaries. From 
relatively humble beginnings as a communications facility, the base on Diego 
Garcia was expanded in the 1970s and 1980s to become a military installation of 
critical value to the US Navy and Air Force.22

The United Kingdom broke two sets of laws—domestic and international—when 
it created the BIOT ahead of the construction of the base on Diego Garcia.23 First, 
the United Kingdom illegally expelled the indigenous inhabitants of the islands—
the Chagossians, who numbered around 1,500 in 197324—so that the territory 
could avoid supervision by the UN’s special committee on decolonization (the 
Committee of 24).25 In 2000, the High Court in London ruled that the legal instru-
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ment used as the basis for the expulsions (a 1971 Immigration Ordinance) was in-
compatible with UK law and, thus, illegal and unenforceable. The then–Foreign 
Secretary, Robin Cook, chose not to contest the High Court’s ruling, which meant 
that the Chagos Islanders were technically free to return to the islands—or, at least, 
were not legally prohibited from doing so under UK or BIOT law.

In 2004, however, the United Kingdom reimposed the islanders’ exile by pro-
mulgating new orders in council—forms of primary legislation that are issued via 
Royal Prerogative. The Chagossians challenged these orders, securing several legal 
victories before ultimately losing an appeal before the Law Lords—then the 
highest court of appeal in the UK legal system—in 2008.26 Subsequent attempts 
to have the case heard by the European Court of Human Rights came to nothing, 
meaning that by 2012 the Chagossians had exhausted the domestic legal avenues 
for remedy.27 But even though the government has been able to defend the 2004 
exile of the islanders in domestic courts, it is important to stress that the original 
(1971) expulsion order is still regarded as having been incompatible with UK law. 
Nobody—not even the UK government—contests the fact that London broke 
the law when it expelled the Chagossians in 1965–1973.

Second, London erred by detaching the Chagos group from colonial Mauritius 
and creating the new political entity of the BIOT. This is because, at the time that 
the excision took place, it was illegal under international law to dismember colo-
nized territories—a rule set out in the UN General Assembly (UNGA) Resolu-
tion 1514 (XV). Anamika Twyman-  Ghoshal calls this an instance of “recoloniza-
tion,” and the United Kingdom and the United States “state co-  offenders.”28 The 
government of Mauritius has long argued that the detachment of the Chagos 
Archipelago was illegal under international law. In 2019, Mauritius gained inter-
national recognition for its view when the International Court of Justice issued an 
advisory opinion that ruled the original creation of the BIOT to have been un-
lawful.29 In 2021, a tribunal constituted under the auspices of the UN Convention 
on the Law of the Sea ruled that the contents of the World Court’s advisory 
opinion could be considered binding.30 More than 60 percent of the world’s gov-
ernments have voted in favor of the Mauritian position in the UN General As-
sembly, with fewer than 3 percent of the UN’s 193 member states voting alongside 
the United Kingdom.31

In sum, it is the overwhelming opinion of the international community that 
Mauritius is the rightful sovereign authority over the Chagos Islands (including 
Diego Garcia) and that the United Kingdom is an illegal occupier. This is the view 
of most of the world’s states, the UN General Assembly, and the International 
Court of Justice—and it is a view that is now codified in international case law. The 
UK government disagrees that it is guilty of violating international rules on decolo-
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nization, of course, arguing that Mauritius has never been sovereign over the Cha-
gos Archipelago. However, even the United Kingdom accepts that it broke domestic 
law when expelling the Chagos Islanders from their homes in the 1960s and 1970s.

The Failure of the Indo-  Pacific Order

By any measure, the rules-  based order has failed in the case of the Chagos Is-
lands dispute. First, the indigenous Chagos Islanders have still never been able to 
resettle the islands from which they were illegally expelled in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Second, it is a gross violation of international law that Britain steadfastly refuses 
to decolonize what is (according to the International Court of Justice and a su-
permajority of the world’s governments) a portion of Mauritius’ sovereign terri-
tory. In this section, the article elaborates on these two primary ways that the 
Indo-  Pacific order has failed in the Chagos case.

First, it is clear that the present incarnation of rules-  based order in the Indo- 
Pacific offers no recourse for indigenous peoples like the Chagos Islanders, who 
have no state of their own, to advance their rights and interests. There is nothing 
like the European Convention on Human Rights in the Indo-  Pacific. There are 
no regional compacts, charters, or courts to uphold minority or indigenous rights. 
Nor is there even an incipient movement to create such an architecture. Rather, 
the Indo-  Pacific order is just like the rest of the international order in the sense 
that nonstate actors—especially indigenous peoples—generally rely upon states 
to advocate on their behalf. The Chagossians, therefore, have been forced to spend 
time and resources lobbying the Mauritian and UK governments to respect their 
rights.32 Because their efforts at changing the policy of the United Kingdom 
(which administers Chagos) have come to naught, the islanders have been mostly 
shut out of international conversations over their homeland.33 The international 
order offers no access points for the Chagossians; they have no treaty-  based rights, 
no legal personality, and cannot avail themselves of international courts and tribu-
nals. This is a lacuna in the rules-  based order.

Second, even Mauritius—a sovereign state belonging to the Indo-  Pacific re-
gion—has been badly served by an international order that has permitted the 
United Kingdom and United States to ignore the international community’s suc-
cessive political and legal judgments with regards to the Chagos Archipelago. This 
second weakness of the rules-  based order is perhaps the most flagrant violation, 
because it is an injustice even according to the rules-  based order’s own internal 
logic. That is, few pretend that international rules exist to serve indigenous people 
such as the Chagossians. However, there is a pretense that the rules-  based order 
exists precisely to protect the interests of small states such as Mauritius. That lit-
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eral colonialism persists in the twenty-  first-  century Indo-  Pacific is, therefore, a 
severe blow to the idea that an effective rules-  based order is in operation.

Why has Britain never decolonized the Chagos Archipelago despite wide-
spread international condemnation? It is for the same reason that China has never 
accepted the rulings of the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the South China 
Sea: because it does not have to. Britain is powerful enough that it can withstand 
pressure from Mauritius and its allies without fearing significant repercussions. 
To be sure, world governments have imposed reputational costs upon the United 
Kingdom (such as by condemning London in the UN General Assembly), but 
they have otherwise been muted in their criticisms. Even regional powers such as 
India are reluctant to turn the Chagos question into a major international dispute. 
The selective application of rules in the Chagos case is therefore a violation for 
which the United Kingdom (and United States) have mostly gone unpunished.

Presumably, London is content to accept the reputational costs that come along 
with being seen to violate international law because the United Kingdom derives 
some sort of benefits from doing so. Indeed, the charitable explanation for UK 
foreign policy is that London regards it as necessary to break one international 
law—the prohibition against colonization—in defense of other international 
rules. This is the argument made by Conservative MP Daniel Kawczynski 
(Shrewsbury and Atcham), who has argued that London and Washington are 
justified in breaking international rules in the Chagos case so that they can better 
defend the larger edifice of rules-  based order.34 According to Kawczynski, the US 
military base on Diego Garcia, Britain’s stewardship of the island, and the bilat-
eral agreement that governs the Anglo-  American relationship are all necessary to 
guard against Chinese expansion in the Indo-  Pacific; the joint presence of the 
United Kingdom and United States is essential to upholding a broader rules- 
based framework. From this view, the Chagos case is just another instance of or-
ganized hypocrisy in action—unideal, perhaps, but not altogether unusual—and 
certainly not an indictment of the Indo-  Pacific order.

There are some problems with this defense of Britain’s actions and the larger 
regional order. First, even if it was true that the United Kingdom’s occupation of 
the Chagos Archipelago is being done with the aim of upholding the broader 
international order, it is nevertheless the case that Mauritius—a small island state 
that belongs to the Indian Ocean region—disagrees with Britain’s judgments. 
That the United Kingdom can prevail over Mauritius is an unambiguous blow to 
the idea that an order exists in the Indo-  Pacific to protect small states against the 
powerful. It is, instead, evidence that, in the central Indian Ocean, the strong do 
what they can, while the weak will suffer what they must—hardly a recipe for 
rules-  based international interactions. Second, the obligation to decolonize is 
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higher than the obligation to fulfill treaty obligations to the United States and any 
other obligation that the United Kingdom might be claiming to carry out with its 
occupation of the Chagos Archipelago. It would make some sense for a state to 
break lesser international laws in service of upholding more important rules, but 
it does not make sense for states to violate cardinal norms to uphold lesser rules. 
Third, proponents of UK righteousness—that is, the argument that London must 
retain control of the archipelago so that the United States can perform its role of 
protecting the wider rules-  based order—must explain why Mauritius is incapable 
of hosting a US military base for the same purpose. To date, they have not.35

London is entitled to espouse the view that its officials have correctly interpreted 
international law and the rest of the world has erred. At the same time, however, it 
is also right that other governments and international institutions provide their 
assessments of the rules-  based order. Those institutions that have examined the 
Chagos dispute have concluded that Mauritius is sovereign over the archipelago. 
No court, tribunal, or international organization has ever found in favor of the 
United Kingdom. Most of the world’s governments accept this reality. London can 
be expected to dissent—but its dissent is a distinctly minority opinion.

Implications of the Chagos Case

The Chagos case holds several implications for small island states in the Indo- 
Pacific. First, the case suggests that the idea of a regional rules-  based order repre-
sents a restatement of Westphalian or Eastphalian principles more than it captures 
the emergence of a new and different type of international order.36 There is no 
contest over the rules in the Indo-  Pacific—certainly, there are no moves afoot to 
widen or deepen the application of “liberal” norms such as democratic govern-
ment and universal human rights—although there is an emerging contest over 
who gets to enforce the rules. This means that small island states should recognize 
that they exist within a regional order characterized by great-  power politics, orga-
nized hypocrisy, and unevenly applied rules.37 To survive and thrive in such a 
context, it is important that small island states continue to develop strategies such 
as leveraging their geographies, joining together as a group,38 striking pragmatic 
compromises,39 and seeking external patrons.

This leads to a second implication: that the United States and other Western 
powers cannot be relied upon to serve as impartial enforcers of any rules-  based 
order. This is not to say that China or any other great power would make for a 
better or more reliable patron. However, the United Kingdom and United States 
are actively colonizing Mauritian sovereign territory. This is a gross violation of 
the supposed rules-  based order that cannot easily be ignored.
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Finally, however, it is important to stress that the current international order 
does offer partial promise from the perspective of small island states. The organized 
hypocrisy of the present system is just that: organized, not arbitrary. This means 
that there are institutions and procedures in place that can serve as opportunity 
structures for small island states. Indeed, Mauritius offers a good case study in how 
small island states can challenge powerful actors and score some important victo-
ries: its triumphs in the UN General Assembly and international courts are non-
trivial successes, which have heaped embarrassment upon the United Kingdom 
and United States. Of course, Port Louis has not yet succeeded at using the rules- 
based order to secure the decolonization of the Chagos Islands. However, Mauri-
tius has shown that the rules-  based order does afford leaders of small island states 
some options for using international rules to advance national interests.40

Conclusions

If there is a rules-  based order in the Indo-  Pacific—and if this order is meant to 
promote justice and equity in regional politics—then it has shown only partial 
promise in the case of the Chagos Archipelago. According to most members of the 
international community, the United Kingdom’s occupation of the Chagos Islands 
is an ongoing violation of basic principles of international law. By extension, this 
means that Naval Support Facility Diego Garcia—one of the most important US 
military bases in the world—has been housed inside an illegal jurisdiction for the 
entirety of its existence. These are damning indictments of the rules-  based order and 
serve to severely undermine the credibility of Washington and London as guaran-
tors of anything approaching a just and equitable international system.

At the same time, however, it might be too early to conclude from the Chagos 
case that the rules-  based order is irredeemable. After all, Mauritius might yet 
triumph in its efforts to oust London from the Chagos Archipelago, in which case 
its engagement with international rules will be remembered as a success story. The 
reality is that, in an anarchic world, all international orders are characterized by 
organized hypocrisy. It is just that they vary in terms of how organized and how 
hypocritical they are. The Indo-  Pacific order might yet provide the necessary op-
portunity structures for a small island state like Mauritius to prevail over two of 
the most powerful states in the world. To be sure, the regional order is not an 
automatic shield against injustice; it is but one set of instruments in the diplo-
matic toolbox of small states, which can be manipulated with greater or lesser 
skill. Through its actions during the Chagos dispute, Mauritius has shown that 
adroit diplomacy can deliver some legal and political successes. Whether Port 
Louis ultimately triumphs over London (and Washington) will give important 
clues as to what else might be possible under the rules-  based order. µ
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The Way Forward in the US–Philippines 
Alliance and Air Force Relations

Dr. stePhen burgess

Abstract

Out of the 11 Southeast Asian countries, this article focuses on the Philippines because 
it is the most important of two US allies in the region, has supported a rules- based inter-
national order and free and open Indo- Pacific in disputes with China over the West 
Philippine Sea/South China Sea (WPS/SCS), and has a defense and air force leadership 
with the willingness to collaborate with the United States Air Force (USAF). The article 
employs methods used in this author’s research on USAF–Indian Air Force and USAF–
Vietnam Air Defense- Air Force relations,1 evidence from Southeast Asian and US 
sources, including semi- structured interviews,2 and the author’s recently published article 
on the collective action problem in confronting China in the WPS/SCS.3 First, the ar-
ticle analyzes the Philippines’ security profile, the Armed Forces of the Philippines and 
PAF’s status, and the alliance with the United States. Second, the article appraises what 
Philippine officials would like the United States and USAF to do to build capacity and 
develop capabilities and then what the United States and USAF would like Philippines 
and its PAF to do, especially to counter and deter China. Third, the article assesses how 
Washington and the USAF might overcome barriers, advance mutual interests, and be 
creative in working with the Philippines and the PAF.4 Finally, the article weighs differ-
ent scenarios about how US and USAF engagement with the Philippines and the PAF 
may change and evolve to meet future security goals, including the provision of deter-
rence in the WPS/SCS.

***

Senior officers of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP), including the 
Philippine Air Force (PAF), as well as leading government officials and 
their US counterparts share concerns about China’s expansionism and 

militarized occupation of parts of Manila’s 200-mile exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ) in the West Philippine Sea/South China Sea (WPS/SCS).5 These leaders 
are also concerned about China’s threat to freedom of navigation (FON) in the 
wider SCS—a highly strategic waterway. The Philippines’ security establishment 
wants greater assistance from its US ally in building the defense capacity and 
developing the military capabilities of the AFP, including airpower, to help de-
fend the EEZ. US Air Force (USAF) cooperation with the PAF is part of the way 
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forward. The Philippines’s possible acquisition of the US F-16 Block 70/72 (F-
21) aircraft would set the stage for an accelerated relationship between the PAF 
and the USAF and could help Manila develop a more capable air force and assist 
the country in standing up to China’s expansionism in the 2020s and 2030s.6

Since 2010, the Philippines has experienced military and paramilitary encoun-
ters and clashes with China over the WPS/SCS. In 2012, Beijing seized the Scar-
borough Shoal in the Philippines’ EEZ and barred Philippine fishermen from 
their traditional livelihood. In 2013, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) began 
building and militarizing seven artificial “islands” in Manila’s EEZ in the Spratly 
Islands and harassing the nine AFP outposts there. These provocative acts led the 
Philippines to take its case, based on the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS), to the International Court of Justice’s Permanent Court of Arbitra-
tion (ICJ–PCA).7 In 2016, the court invalidated China’s “nine- dash- line” claim of 
sovereignty over 90 percent of the SCS and recognized Manila’s 200-mile exclu-
sive EEZ in most of the Spratly Islands and Scarborough Shoal. However, Beijing 
rejected the ruling and has continued encroachment. The United States supported 
the Philippines case and has conducted FON operations around PLA bases in the 
SCS, rejecting China’s sovereignty claims and upholding the UNCLOS ruling. In 
addition, the United States and the Philippines began implementing the En-
hanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA)—an addition to the Visiting 
Forces Agreement (VFA), which promised to bring greater US military presence 
in the Philippines and eventual US support in defense against China’s encroach-
ment in the WPS/SCS.8

Beijing has bolstered China’s expansionism by influencing the Philippines’ po-
litical elite. Starting in 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte moved toward China 
and its promises of aid, trade, and investment and declined to enforce the UN-
CLOS ruling. Frequent meetings between Duterte administration officials and 
their Chinese counterparts indicated a warming of relations. As a result, Duterte 
did little to defend the Philippines’ interests in its EEZ. While Manila’s alliance 
with Washington has continued to bring vital security cooperation and diplo-
matic support, Duterte moved away from the United States. Starting in 2016, 
Washington stood behind democratic and human rights values in condemning 
Duterte’s extrajudicial killing campaign against suspected drug dealers and users. 
This led Duterte to threaten the alliance and security cooperation, especially the 
VFA and EDCA.

It is uncertain if newly elected president Ferdinand Marcos II, who started his 
six- year term in June 2022, will maintain Duterte’s tilt toward China or take a 
tougher line. Marcos and the new foreign minister have made statements sup-
porting the UNCLOS ruling, criticizing China’s encroachment, and welcoming 
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visits from high level US officials. At the same time, the new president is expected 
to maintain close economic relations with China. As for the United States, Wash-
ington must pursue its interests in the Philippines, while dealing with the trou-
bling legacy of Marcos’ father, who ruled as a corrupt dictator, 1965–1986. The 
contradiction between US interests and values illustrates the challenges that the 
US faces in developing its alliance with the Philippines and making it a force to 
help uphold the rules- based international order in the WPS/SCS. Washington 
must find ways to maintain political and economic ties, as well as foster the alli-
ance and strengthen the AFP and PAF.

The AFP has been slow to develop its maritime and airpower capabilities to 
counter China’s encroachment in the WPS/SCS, despite US offers of security 
assistance to upgrade those capabilities. The AFP remains army- centric, under- 
resourced, and focused on defending against communist and Islamist insurgents. 
Despite these challenges, there is a way forward for the alliance and US security 
cooperation that can eventually create counterweight against China’s encroach-
ment. The USAF–PAF relationship promises to be part of the solution, with the 
possible F-16 acquisition and development.9 A growing USAF–PAF relationship 
promises to serve as a key part of the alliance in the 2020s, aid in Washington in 
helping the Philippines maintain its sovereignty and EEZ, and contribute to the 
US strategy of building partnerships and alliances in the Indo- Pacific region to 
support the rules- based international order.

The Philippines’ Security Challenges and Alliance with the United 
States

Based upon the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT), the 1999 VFA, and 2014 
EDCA, the US–Philippine alliance provides the potential for US support to de-
velop the Philippines’ maritime and airpower to counter China in defending Ma-
nila’s EEZ in the WPS/SCS.10 However, a fundamental challenge is that the 
country is a weak ally, which has been tilting toward China. State weakness stems 
from the Philippines’ landed political elite who have long dominated the country 
and used government for their own benefit, while not contributing sufficiently to 
the development of state capacity. Insufficient resourcing helps to explain the 
AFP and PAF’s lack of capacity and capabilities. Elite control of the land and the 
state has helped to create a mass of landless peasants, high inequality, and few 
opportunities and services for the majority.11 These factors have fueled long- 
running communist and Islamist insurgencies that the AFP has had to fight for 
decades. Elites distract the majority’s attention through populist and nationalist 
campaigns, including social media, that underdeliver on promises and stoke anti- 
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American sentiment. The powerful Chinese- Filipino community has economic 
and political clout and business and family ties to China,12 and some tycoons have 
been able to influence politicians in the oligarchy that rules the Philippines and 
persuaded them to tilt toward Beijing.13

Thus, a combination of factors has made the Philippines a weak US ally and 
vulnerable to China’s influence, causing the country to swing from seeking com-
promise (2001–2013); challenging Beijing (2013–2016); and again seeking com-
promise (2016–2022). During the presidency of Gloria Macapagal Arroyo from 
2001 to 2010, China influenced the Philippine position on the WPS/SCS with 
considerable increases in trade, aid, and investment. During this time, the Philip-
pine government came close to a joint development agreement with China to tap 
energy resources in Philippine waters, which would have given Beijing a degree of 
control over Manila’s resources. After his election in 2010, President Benigno 
Aquino III attempted to reach a compromise with China on the WPS/SCS issue. 
However, in April 2012, Philippine naval vessels attempted to arrest Chinese fish-
ermen who were in Philippine waters in the Scarborough Shoal. China Coast 
Guard ships, backed by PLA Navy (PLAN) vessels, blocked the arrest, continued 
to patrol the area, and kept out Philippine vessels. President Aquino’s subsequent 
negotiation efforts over the shoal with Beijing failed.

In 2013, Aquino and Secretary of Foreign Affairs Albert Ferreros del Rosario 
changed course and decided to challenge China. First, they moved to file the 
Philippines’ UNCLOS case, which Manila delivered to the ICJ–PCA in May 
2014.14 Manila requested invalidation of the nine- dash line and recognition of 
the Philippines’ 200-mile EEZ applied to the WPS/SCS. Second, Aquino and 
del Rosario initiated negotiations with the United States for the EDCA, which 
promised to lead to joint US–Philippines base construction and advance the 
means to help defend Manila’s EEZ. Manila was quite assertive in moving for-
ward with the UNCLOS case in the face of pressure from China, which threat-
ened to economically punish the Philippines, despite the latter’s efforts to per-
suade Beijing to separate the case from other issues.15 In July 2016, Manila won 
the UNCLOS case with the nine- dash line declared invalid and the Philippines’ 
EEZ confirmed.16 Washington voiced its support for the Philippines’ UNCLOS 
victory and its EEZ in the interest of maintaining FON and a rules- based inter-
national order. However, the United States, in line with the ICJ–PCA ruling, did 
not support claims that artificial features constructed by the Philippines, China, 
or any other country in the SCS were “islands,” with 12-mile zones of sovereignty 
and 200-mile EEZs surrounding them.17

In July 2016, President Duterte took office and immediately downplayed his 
country’s UNCLOS victory, instead seeking lucrative deals with China. Duterte’s 
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shift in policy led noted Asian scholar David Shambaugh to assess the Philippines 
to be a “tilter” toward China.18 The Obama administration’s condemnation of 
Duterte’s campaign of extrajudicial killings led the Philippine president to retaliate 
by curtailing the EDCA with the United States in 2016 and threatening to cancel 
the VFA in 2020. However, under pressure from the Philippine security establish-
ment and public opinion, Duterte compromised by agreeing to limited implemen-
tation of the EDCA for eventual joint construction at five military bases and to an 
extension of the VFA. After several PLA provocations around Reed Bank and 
other locations, including the killing of fishermen, the security establishment and 
public opinion finally succeeded in pressuring Duterte to challenge China diplo-
matically and to proceed with gas prospecting in Manila’s EEZ.19

Given the weakness of the Philippine state and the susceptibility of its presi-
dents to Chinese influence, the country will continue to be a weak and less than 
dependable US ally in the SCS. There is considerable uncertainty about whether 
the Marcos administration will be more like Aquino’s or Duterte’s. The Philip-
pines security establishment is concerned that, in the long run, China will con-
tinue to practice divide- and- rule among Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) member states and might even push the United States out of the re-
gion. Nevertheless, it is important for Washington and Manila to stay engaged to 
defend their mutual interests and maintain the alliance.

The Security Forces of the Philippines and US Security Cooperation

The Philippine security establishment, including much of the AFP and PAF 
leadership, has remained committed to resisting China’s expansionist activities, 
maintaining the US alliance and VFA, and engaging in the EDCA to jointly 
develop bases. If the AFP and the Philippine Coast Guard receive sufficient re-
sources and US security cooperation, the country has the potential in a decade to 
become a more capable US ally in defending the Philippines’ EEZ and the rules- 
based international order in the WPS/SCS against China’s encroachment.20

For most of its history, the army has dominated the AFP and focused on coun-
terterrorism (CT) and counterinsurgency (COIN) operations within the country. 
During the Cold War, the Philippines relied on the United States to lead in jointly 
protecting the country from external threats.21 As a result, the AFP remained in-
ternally focused and dependent on US security cooperation. The lack of force de-
velopment and external orientation was evidenced in 2012, when the Philippine 
Navy (PN) was unable to counter escalation by China’s coast guard in the Scarbor-
ough Shoal. During the Aquino administration, the Secretary of National Defense, 
Voltaire Gazmin, continued to focus on the army and internal defense and not on 
the air force, navy, and external defense. Under his successor in the Duterte admin-
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istration, Secretary Delfin Lorenzano, the AFP continued to concentrate on inter-
nal security, including CT operations and humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief (HADR)—occasionally requiring US support to do both.22

The PAF and PN struggle to secure a greater share of the budget, acquire es-
sential assets, and develop the maritime, airpower, and other capabilities necessary 
to counter China’s seizure of Scarborough Shoal, encroachment in the Philip-
pines’ EEZ, and harassment of the AFP’s nine outposts in the Spratly Islands. 
Insufficient resources to defend an important national interest is a reflection of 
weak state capacity, inability to tax elites, army dominance, and decades of depen-
dence on the US for defense.23 Consequently, the Philippines has been slow to 
develop its maritime and air forces and, until recently, had no missile- armed ships 
or combat aircraft that could challenge China’s forces.24 In case of conflict escala-
tion with China over the WPS/SCS, the Philippines does not have an adequate 
air defense system (for instance, like Vietnam’s) and remains vulnerable to air and 
missile attack. The PAF and PN have insufficient operating planes and ships, 
suboptimal maintenance and training, and questionable assignment of skilled 
personnel. In 2019, operational readiness for the navy and air force was estimated 
to be around 30 percent. Because of limited capabilities, the navy and air force 
have difficulties participating in exercises with the US military and in dealing 
with China’s encroachment in Manila’s EEZ. 25

On a positive note, the Philippines has doubled the defense budget over the past 
decade and has been funding a gradual reorientation of the AFP toward providing 
external defense.26 In 2012, Manila initiated a 15-year USD 40-billion force develop-
ment package that included the acquisition of manned and unmanned aircraft and 
ships.27 Even so, the country’s defense budget has been consistently below USD 5 
billion per annum and only about one percent of GDP, which is far below China’s 
defense budget, estimated to be USD 229 billion in 2022.28 The PN fleet has doubled 
in size since 2012 and has acquired new warships—including two frigates with cruise 
missiles—from the United States and stations the two frigates at Subic Bay on the 
WPS/SCS.29 The navy has used these warships to make voyages in defense of the 
country’s EEZ, including resupplying the AFP personnel on the Sierra Madre “rust-
ing hulk” on Pag- asa Island in the Spratly Islands.30 The PAF and PN are cooperating 
more in the WPS/SCS, with joint surveillance by air force planes and naval aircraft. 
In addition, the navy has converted World War II–vintage aircraft into unmanned 
aerial vehicles (UAV) to use in the WPS/SCS. The US is seeking to help the Philip-
pines with intelligence, reconnaissance, and surveillance (ISR), especially with imagery 
and a greater number of cameras.31 The Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) has more 
than 24,000 personnel compared to the navy’s 16,000, and the United States, Japan, 
and Australia are assisting the service’s development. In particular, the US Coast 
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Guard is providing training in gray- zone tactics to counter China’s forces. The coast 
guard’s two Hamilton- class cutters have a much higher level of operational readiness 
than the navy’s ship, thanks to US assistance with maintenance. However, the PCG, 
as part of the Department of Transportation, must focus on security challenges inside 
the Philippine archipelago and not as much on the WPS/SCS.32

The EDCA addition to the VFA was intended to bring about joint base construc-
tion, US forward operating locations, and rotation of US forces for temporary assign-
ments in the Philippines.33 In January 2016, the Philippine Supreme Court ruled that 
the EDCA did not violate the law forbidding permanent US basing, which led to the 
implementation of the agreement.34 Joint base construction targeted HADR, espe-
cially given the high frequency of typhoons that devastate the Philippines—such as 
Hurricane Haiyan in November 2013 in which the US provided a considerable 
amount of assistance.35 The first base to be jointly developed was Cesar Basa Air Base, 
Floridablanca, Pampanga, with USAF pre- positioned assets for HADR operations.36 
The second was the army’s main base at Fort Ramon Magsaysay, Nueva Ecija, also on 
Luzon. Other EDCA sites include Lumbia Air Base, Barangay Lumbia, Cagayan de 
Oro, in northern Mindanao Province (out of range for most of the PLA’s missiles);37 
Antonio Bautista Air Base, Puerto Princesa, on Palawan Island,38 close to the Spratly 
Islands; and the Mactan- Benito Ebuen (MBE) Air Base, Mactan, in Cebu Province 
in the central Philippines. Initially, Philippine and US officials rated the MBE base 
highly, as the site is located close to “typhoon alley,” where HADR needs are great. 
Some officials believed that Mactan could provide the US military with an “air and 
naval alternative to Okinawa and Guam.” However, there are issues with the Mactan 
commercial airport that have continued to expand, rendering the sharing of the run-
way with the PAF increasingly difficult.39

By most estimates, the navy, air force, and coast guard are a decade away from 
the capabilities and doctrine needed to defend maritime territories from China’s 
encroachment. Active archipelagic defense strategy with a projected submarine 
force is a long- term project. As a result, the country’s maritime and air forces will 
continue to struggle in the Philippine EEZ in the WPS/SCS against China’s 
creeping annexation strategy and “salami- slicing” tactics and will remain depen-
dent on the United States for security cooperation and assistance. The prospect of 
Manila using the AFP to regain the Philippines’ full rights in Scarborough Shoal 
and the Spratly Islands is a long- term prospect. While the alliance with the 
United States brings security cooperation and diplomatic support, Washington 
will not intervene to defend the Philippines’ EEZ, which largely leaves the coun-
try alone in countering China in the WPS/SCS. However, US and USAF en-
gagement with the AFP and PAF has been part of providing reassurance that 
Washington will abide by the MDT if skirmishes with China in the Philippines’ 
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EEZ, including the Spratly Islands and Scarborough Shoal, escalate to war. In 
sum, the Philippines struggles to defend its lawful claims in its EEZ, requiring 
US security cooperation and assistance to do so.

The Philippines Air Force and Relations with the US Air Force

During the Cold War, the PAF was dependent on US and especially USAF 
security cooperation, given the threat from the Soviet Union and the People’s Re-
public of China. The USAF helped provide air defense; command, control, com-
munications, computers, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (C4ISR); 
airlift; and tactical air control.40 With the end of the Cold War and the termination 
of US basing rights in 1992, the PAF declined. Resource constraints on the PAF 
became so severe that, in 2005, the air force retired its F-4 fighter planes with no 
replacement. In the meantime, the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) was developing into 
a world- class air force. Today, the PLAAF has 500 combat planes in southern 
China. Thirty aircraft are capable of loitering over the Spratly Islands, albeit for 
only a few minutes.41 The PAF has recently been engaging in two or more encoun-
ters per week with PLAAF and/or PLAN aircraft and has sought to avoid escala-
tion. The PAF supports the PN in maintaining maritime domain awareness. Be-
sides countering China’s air forces, the PAF is involved with CT operations, mainly 
in the southern Philippines, most notably in the battle of Marawi City in 2017. 
The PAF cooperates with the air forces of Indonesia, Malaysia, the United States, 
and Australia in CT operations. In addition, the PAF is heavily involved in HADR. 
This troika of responsibilities strains the air force’s resources.

In 2014, the PAF acquired KA/FA-50 light attack aircraft from South Korea 
and rejuvenated the 5th Fighter Wing at Cesar Basa Air Base, which gave the air 
force the means to intercept PLAAF and PLAN aircraft over the WPS/SCS. 
However, the planes require sufficient armaments for air combat, upgraded main-
tenance, and improved runways. The United States is continuing to supply C-130 
mobility aircraft, as well as other air frames, weapons, and capabilities to the 
PAF.42 Given the country’s diverse security challenges, PAF leadership sees the 
strengthening of ISR as a top priority.43 The USAF is working with the PAF on 
ISR development as well as on other capabilities.44

The PAF and USAF engage in joint exercises, such as the CT- focused, annual 
Balikatan. Foreign military financing has funded fighter, radar, and other exchange 
programs, which enable USAF subject- matter experts to deploy to the Philip-
pines for two weeks at a time to conduct training.45 At Basa, the United States 
and the Philippines constructed EDCA HADR facilities and worked to strengthen 
runways and other facilities to better accommodate US C-17 mobility aircraft 
and potentially US UAVs and fighter aircraft.46 For the USAF and Pacific Air 
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Forces (PACAF) strategic concept of dispersal to the Philippines and away from 
Japan and Guam to mitigate the China missile threat is developing slowly. If the 
F-16 Block 70/72 purchase materializes, the PAF would most likely station the 
aircraft at Basa. In sum, the PAF is developing its capabilities, and acquisition of 
the US fighter would accelerate PAF growth and relationship with the USAF.

What Would the Philippines and the United States Like Each  
Other to Do?

The answer depends on the entity queried. President Marcos and his political 
associates probably would like Washington to avoid criticizing the government over 
human rights and over ties to China, while seeking more assistance for internal se-
curity and for countering China in the WPS/SCS. Additionally, President Marcos 
would like the United States to not escalate beyond its current FON operations in 
the WPS/SCS. However, some in the security establishment would prefer the 
United States adopt a more assertive strategy of denial, which would enable the 
Philippines to take a stronger stand and regain its rights. This path would be even 
stronger if Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia were to go beyond diplomatic support 
and provide military backing—along with the United States—for the Philippines. 
The security establishment would like even more US security cooperation, advanced 
weaponry, and reassurance, as the AFP (including the PAF) and coast guard strive 
to push back China in the WPS/SCS. Expanded EDCA joint base construction is 
also a priority. The AFP (including the PAF) would like more US International 
Military Education and Training (IMET) support for officers to attend US profes-
sional military education institutions.47 The PAF would like more ISR resources, 
including the US Scan Eagle, C-130 mobility aircraft, and fighters.

Washington would like Manila to become stronger politically and more capable 
of standing up to China. Additionally, the United States would like the AFP (in-
cluding the PAF) to develop its capacity and capabilities, so that it can take a greater 
role in countering China in the WPS/SCS, as well as carrying out CT and HADR 
responsibilities. One US objective is for the PAF, PN, and coast guard in the not- 
too- distant future to conduct routine maritime security and maritime domain 
awareness patrols in the vicinity of the WPS/SCS and the seven major sea lanes of 
communication between the WPS/SCS and the Pacific Ocean,48 which would en-
able the Philippines to deter and respond to illegal and/or coercive activity within 
its EEZ, ensure FON and regional stability, and protect natural resources. The 
United States also would like to develop bilateral command- and- control and in-
teroperability and conduct contingency operations under the MDT. This would 
include fully implementing the General Security of Military Information Agree-
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ment (GSOMIA), as well as renewing the Communications Interoperability and 
Security Memorandum of Agreement (CISMOA) every two years.49 Additionally, 
Washington would like to use the EDCA to accelerate joint base construction that 
would facilitate the PAF’s ability to counter the PLAAF and PLAN with greater 
US support. While the EDCA is not a basing agreement, the United States and 
USAF would like the Philippines to serve eventually as a location to where US 
noncombat aircraft—tankers, ISR planes, and air mobility aircraft—could disperse 
if Okinawa or Guam come under attack from the PLA. Finally, Washington would 
like the Philippines to avoid acquiring Chinese or Russian military hardware.

Scenarios

The most likely scenario is that China continues to incrementally expand in the 
WPS/SCS and woo Philippine leaders. Although China continues to expand, there 
is little sign that Beijing will escalate China’s activities toward open conflict. In the 
meantime, Washington and Manila will continue to slowly build the alliance, in-
cluding toward stronger security cooperation and USAF–PAF relations, with a pos-
sible F-16 program. Given the rising level of mutual Philippine and US interest in 
the WPS/SCS, the prospects for the alliance and constructive USAF–PAF relations 
are generally positive. Much depends on the behavior of the Marcos administration 
and US policy toward his administration. The relationship will occasionally stag-
nate, depending on political conditions and the security- cooperation situation. 
EDCA joint base construction will continue at a methodical pace. The Philippines 
may acquire the F-16, which would strengthen relations with the USAF and en-
hance interoperability. However, Manila could decide to acquire another fighter 
instead of the F-16, which would lead to a plateau in USAF–PAF relations.

A second scenario is escalation and aggression by China in the Philippine EEZ 
and Manila reaching out to Washington for alliance support. The United States 
would have to carefully calibrate a proportionate response that would cause China 
to deescalate, while reassuring the Philippines of US support. If Washington re-
sponds appropriately, this would be followed by a strengthening of the alliance, 
including increased security cooperation with the AFP (including the PAF) and 
coast guard and acceleration of EDCA joint base construction. It could even mean 
moving forward with the F-16 program and the PAF developing some degree of 
interoperability with the USAF. However, if a conflict does ensue, the United 
States may have to choose to either take the Philippines’ side and provide support 
or refrain. While the United States, Indo- Pacific Command (INDOPACOM), 
and USAF/PACAF have shown that they want a stronger alliance and eventual 
interoperability with the PAF, coming to the rescue of the Philippines will risk 
escalation to war with China.
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A third scenario is friction resuming and mounting in US–Philippine relations, 
especially if President Marcos behaves in an authoritarian manner that forces 
Washington to react. A decline in relations could slow or scupper the EDCA and 
the F-16 program, leaving the United States and the Philippines to pursue their 
interests in the APS/SCS independent of one another. Also, the Marcos admin-
istration could draw increasingly closer to China, which could lead to a decline or 
rupture in the alliance.

Conclusion

Looking forward, Philippine and US officials believe that China will continue 
to expand and seek greater control of the WPS/SCS and its resources. The United 
States and USAF and Philippines and the PAF want a stronger alliance, but there 
are barriers to stronger relations and a more capable Philippine military and air 
force. However, there are ways in which the United States and USAF can cre-
atively engage. Both sides want a stronger alliance but for somewhat different 
reasons and at varying levels and rates of speed. The challenges are considerable, 
but with the right amount of will and creative effort, the United States and the 
Philippines (including the USAF and the PAF) can work together to overcome 
them and move the relationship forward. Washington has signaled that it is pre-
pared to exert greater will to try to increasingly include the Philippines as part of 
a growing multilateral network supporting a free and open Indo- Pacific.

US engagement with the Philippines can eventually contribute to greater burden 
sharing and deterrence in the WPS/SCS and Indo- Pacific region. Burden sharing is 
necessary for the United States, with rising security challenges from China in the 
Indo- Pacific region. The continued rise of China and Beijing’s grand strategy of even-
tually dominating Eurasia and the Indo- Pacific will require sustained burden sharing 
and stronger alliances. Defense cooperation, including between Washington and Ma-
nila, is the optimal way in which Indo- Pacific countries can develop regionally capable 
militaries, including air forces, and enhance deterrence in the region.

The development of deterrence of China in the region will require the United 
States and the Philippines to commit themselves to acting in concert in case the 
PLA acts aggressively in the WPS/SCS. Regional deterrence will require the me-
thodical buildup of marmite and air forces with US aid. The leaders of the United 
States and the Philippines and their air forces ought to continue to discuss the 
strategic situation in the Indo- Pacific and their respective roles in providing de-
terrence. This includes discussions about the WPS/SCS and sovereignty issues, as 
well as FON and overflight. The USAF and PAF can play roles in preventing 
China from achieving regional dominance by developing a shared outlook and 
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Abstract

This article explores the development of Japan’s ways, means, and ends of engaging the 
Indo-    Pacific island states, particularly the Pacific Islands. In so doing, it analyses how 
Japan situates those island states in its Free and Open Indo-    Pacific vision, what national 
interests Japan has for the Pacific Islands, and how Japan approaches the Pacific island 
states bilaterally and multilaterally. The paper then briefly examines Japan’s policy toward 
other island states, namely Sri Lanka and Maldives, in comparison with the Pacific Is-
lands and discusses the future prospect of Japan’s strategic engagement with the Indo-   -
Pacific island states.

***

Since its announcement in 2016, Japan’s strategic vision, Free and Open 
Indo-    Pacific (FOIP), has become one of the most important foreign policy 
agendas.1 China’s challenge toward the existing rules-    based international 

order propelled Japan to establish such a vision, and to maintain the normative 
frameworks of the current order, Japan’s strategic horizon has expanded both geo-
graphically and qualitatively, covering the entire Pacific Ocean to the Indian 
Ocean and reaching the two continents of Asia and Africa.2 Indeed, Japan has 
strengthened and diversified its core strategic tools—namely, the Japan–US alli-
ance; diplomatic engagement with regional states; facilitation to nurture and sup-
port minilateral frameworks, such as the Quad and the Australia–United King-
dom–United States (AUKUS) triad; and support for existing regional institutions, 
particularly the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).3

As a result, Japan’s strategic competition with China has intensified. However, 
such a phenomenon is not unique to Japan, as China continuously extends its 
diplomatic, economic, and military influence in the Indo-    Pacific, including the 
island states that have been traditionally under the influence of other regional 
powers, such as Australia’s influence over the Pacific Islands and India’s influence 
over Sri Lanka and the Maldives. Given their geographical proximity, Japan also 
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attempts to enhance ties with those states. These small island states are in geostra-
tegically important areas in the Indo-    Pacific, and their alignment choices would 
likely affect the future strategies of regional major powers. Nevertheless, there is a 
lack of in-    depth analyses on Tokyo’s strategic relations with those small islands in 
the context of Japan’s FOIP vision.4

Has Japan formulated its own strategic approach toward these geostrategically 
important islands? Does Japan collaborate and coordinate its policies with secu-
rity and diplomatic partners in the region—such as Australia, India, and the 
United States—to maintain status quo and to prevent China from attaining ex-
cessive influence over those island states? Or does Tokyo create its own approach 
with minimal policy coordination with regional partners? What are the operating 
principles that Japan engages with those states?

Locating Indo-    Pacific Island States in Japan’s FOIP

Japan’s FOIP vision has been evolving over time, but its fundamental objective 
remains the same—to maintain and enhance the existing rules-    based interna-
tional order that Japan has benefited from since the end of World War II. Spe-
cifically, the vision’s basic principles are based on the rules and norms that are 
stipulated by the UN Charter, such as democracy, human rights, state sovereignty, 
the respect for international law, peaceful resolution of international disputes, and 
non-    use of forces. While the United States and other advanced democracies, in-
cluding Western European states and Japan have largely promoted these princi-
ples, serious challenges have emerged to these principles, mainly in the wake of 
the rise of China.

This is primarily because the belief in the immediate post–Cold War era that 
political liberalization and economic growth are mutually constitutive and rein-
forcing is no longer the only predominant conviction in the international arena, 
and many have not seen neoliberalism as the only way for their political and so-
cioeconomic development. In fact, as China has achieved rapid economic growth 
while retaining autocratic leadership, Beijing has shown an alternative path to 
development. While China has benefited from the existing open-    market system 
without entirely committing to opening its own market to the world or altering 
its political system dominated by the Chinese Communist Party, this attracted 
many nondemocratic states in the world, particularly those states that are within 
the areas of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects. Further, Beijing has 
started to strengthen China’s ties with those nondemocratic regional states mili-
tarily, economically, and socioculturally. Along with China’s apparent assertive 
behavior from the 2008 global financial crisis, when the world perceived the 
United States to be in decline, China’s growing influence has become particularly 
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visible. This is well illustrated by Beijing’s explicit refusal to accept the 2016 South 
China Sea Arbitration Tribunal ruling as well as China’s socioeconomic influence 
in the region through the BRI.

In response, Japan launched the Free and Open Indo-    Pacific Strategy in 2016, the 
initial version aimed to manage China’s material and ideational challenges against 
the existing international order. Through this FOIP vision, Japan expanded its geo-
strategic scope—covering eastern Africa to western America and comprehending 
two large oceans, the Indian and Pacific Oceans—which correspond to the land and 
maritime areas where China increased its strategic influence through the BRI. These 
vast areas cover maritime commons that have vital sea lines of communication 
(SLOC). Therefore, Japan advocates that the Indo-    Pacific region should be “free 
and open” in a “comprehensive, inclusive, and transparent manner,” and function as 
“international public goods,” where every actor can enjoy stability and access.5

The FOIP vision evolved over time, but by 2018, it had established three fun-
damental pillars: (1) promotion and establishment of the rule of law, freedom of 
navigation, free trade, and so forth; (2) pursuit of economic prosperity; and (3) 
commitment to peace and stability.6 Japan more concretely aims to promote the 
existing international norms and rules, facilitate economic connectivity through 
such means as infrastructure development and free trade agreements, and provide 
capacity-    building programs, including the provision of law-    enforcement equip-
ment and training, to regional states that can ensure stability in their local security 
environment. Given Japan’s constitutional and political constraints on its defense 
and power-    projection capabilities, Tokyo uses international rules and norms and 
capacity-    building programs to engage in soft offshore balancing against China.

In this context, Japan considers the island states in the Indo-    Pacific region in-
creasingly important. Since Japan is also an island state, Tokyo predominantly 
relies on the SLOCs for the country’s international trade, including exporting 
industrial goods and importing natural resources, such as oil and natural gas. 
Considering that Japan does not possess natural resources, the stability of the 
SLOCs is vital for Japan’s security and economy. From eastern Africa to western 
America, several island states are situated along major SLOCs in the Indian 
Ocean, the South China Sea, and the Pacific Ocean. These island states can play 
the role of maritime nodes to seamlessly connect Africa, Asia, and the Americas, 
which promotes cross-    regional prosperity. Conversely, should hostile state or non-
state actors seize control of these islands, it would disrupt the SLOCs that provide 
Japan’s and regional states’ economic security.

Diplomatically, Japan also aims to gain political support from the island states 
for maintaining and enhancing the existing international order. As the legitimacy 
of international rules and norms depends on the support of major powers and 
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ultimately the number of supporting states, it is necessary to nurture these re-
gional states’ sense of ownership and mutual understanding of the rules and norms 
Japan strongly supports. This approach is important because, for nondemocratic 
states, liberal norms stipulated in the UN Charter, such as human rights and de-
mocracy, are generally aspirational, not imperative. These states’ interpretation of 
those international norms is often different from the definitions advanced de-
mocracies. These interpretive gaps are certainly difficult to fill, but to minimize 
misunderstanding and miscommunication, Japan continually engages with those 
states so that they do not flatly reject the existing norms.7

Thus, Japan’s FOIP vision conceptually highlights the strategic importance of 
the island states in the Indo-    Pacific region. Admittedly, unlike great powers, those 
states are small and do not individually have the capabilities to shape a broader 
direction of international politics. Japan also does not have abundant resources to 
commit to every island state’s economic development and security. However, these 
countries are situated in geostrategically important areas that could either pro-
mote or disrupt regional security and normative stability in the Indo-    Pacific. Ja-
pan’s basic position is thus to maintain amicable relations with the island states in 
the Indo-    Pacific region and to readily respond to strategic contingencies.

The challenge is that many of the island states in the Indo-    Pacific are still eco-
nomically and politically unstable because of a lack of natural and human re-
sources. Consequently, they become vulnerable to external powers’ economic and 
political influence. As China’s influence increases in developing states in the 
Indo-    Pacific, Japan must reformulate its strategic posture toward those islands. In 
this sense, Tokyo’s FOIP concept has served as a strategic tool to renew Japan’s 
engagement with the regional island states. The next section will focus on Japan–
Pacific Islands relations and analyze the development of such relations and the 
current strategic challenges.

The Pacific Islands and Japanese National Interests

The Pacific Islands consist of 14 states divided into three regions: Micronesia, 
Melanesia, and Polynesia. Micronesia is in the northern Pacific and includes Mi-
cronesia, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Palau, and Nauru. Melanesia is in the 
southern Pacific region, consisting of Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Solomon Islands, 
and Vanuatu. Polynesia is the maritime area in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, 
consisting of Samoa, Tonga, Cook Islands, Tuvalu, and Niue. There are also other 
islands that belong to France, the United Kingdom, and the United States, in-
cluding French Polynesia, Wallis and Futuna, the Pitcairn Islands, American Sa-
moa, Guam, and the Northern Mariana Islands.
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Because these islands do not generally possess economic and human resources, 
they cannot generate substantial economic development by themselves and tend 
to rely on external powers’ assistance. At the same time, their dependence also 
stems from the colonial experiences and political arrangements in the 19th and 
20th century—prior to the independence movements of the 1960s, these islands 
were largely controlled by major powers, including Japan in the 1930s and early 
1940s and the United States, Australia, and New Zealand in the post–World War 
II era under UN trusteeship. From 1960 to 1994, all 14 states gained indepen-
dence. However, given their limited capabilities, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, 
and Palau have formulated Compacts of Free Association with the United States 
to facilitate the islands’ economic development and ensure military protection. In 
contrast, other islands still possess strong ties with Australia and New Zealand. In 
addition, Tonga, Fiji (currently suspended), Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, 
Tuvalu, Kiribati, and Vanuatu have become members of the Commonwealth of 
Nations, a political association of 56 member states, the vast majority of which are 
former territories of the British Empire.8 As such, the Pacific island states have 
generally cultivated strong ties with the Indo-    Pacific Western powers.

However, the twenty-    first century saw a rapid change in this relationship be-
tween the Pacific island states and external powers. According to Takehiro Kuro-
saki, several factors contribute to this change, including heightened competition 
over marine resources for industrialization among developing states, and Western 
media’s increasing interests in global issues, such as natural disasters and climate 
change, and China’s increasing economic influence over the Pacific Islands.9 After 
some of the Pacific Islands have become independent, , they have attracted non- 
Western external powers such as China for their natural resources. This has pro-
vided the Pacific island states room for building its own diplomacy, an option for 
strategic autonomy rather than continuously relying on their suzerain states: 
Australia, New Zealand, and the United States.

Since 2006, China’s advancement in the Pacific Islands has been particularly 
remarkable, as illustrated by Beijing’s establishment of the China-    Pacific Island 
Countries Economic Development and Cooperation Forum. Economically, 
China’s trade relations with Pacific Islands have rapidly increased since 2013.  
According to the Asian Development Bank database, the total export of goods 
from Pacific island states to China increased from US$623 million in 2013 to 
US$1.3 billion, while Pacific island states’ imports from China rose from US$1.1 
billion in 2013 to US$5.2 billion in 2020.10 Compared with Australia and Japan, 
China’s rapid increase in economic interactions with the Pacific island states sig-
nificantly narrowed the trade gap between the amount of Pacific Islands’ export to 
China and Australia. The amount of their imports from China rapidly surpassed 
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that of Australia.11 These precipitous changes occurred after China announced 
the BRI in 2013 and in the wake of the establishment of the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015. By 2022, 10 states—namely Cook Islands, Fiji, 
Kiribati, Micronesia, Niue, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, 
and Vanuatu—have attained membership in the BRI, and five states, Cook Island, 
Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, and Vanuatu, have become members of the AIIB.12

Figure 1. Pacific island states’ export to China, Australia, and Japan (2003–2020). 
(Compiled by the author on the basis of the data from the Asian Development Bank)

Figure 2. Pacific island states’ import from China, Australia, and Japan (2003–2020). 
(Compiled by the author on the basis of the data from the Asian Development Bank)

This development is significant because China now possesses a substantial eco-
nomic relationship with the Pacific Islands. Furthermore, those island states tend to 
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import more goods from China than from other major powers, which increases 
their economic dependence on China. It should be noted that China’s engagement 
is skewed toward Melanesia and is not necessarily equally distributed among all the 
Pacific Islands.13 However, since 2016, Beijing’s engagement with Micronesia, 
where the United States traditionally has strong diplomatic and economic ties, has 
become remarkable. Although all the Pacific island states are still mainly dependent 
on Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and Japan for economic aid, this 
trend of China’s economic presence in the region would likely shape their diplo-
matic behavior.14 Left unchecked, China will soon become the number one trade 
partner for the region and increase its diplomatic leverage over the island states.

Indeed, making the most of these economic opportunities and diplomatic en-
gagement, China has attempted to change the Pacific Islands’ diplomatic recogni-
tion of Taiwan. In 2019, the Solomon Islands and Kiribati switched recognition 
from Taipei to Beijing, which left only four states that recognize Taiwan—Mar-
shall Islands, Nauru, Palau, and Tuvalu. Further, Beijing also attempts to strengthen 
China’s traditional and nontraditional security ties with the Pacific Islands. In 
2022, China and the Solomon Islands concluded a security agreement that was 
said to allow Chinese security forces, including armed police and military person-
nel, to assist the Solomon Islands in such events as social disorder and natural 
disaster while permitting China to use the Solomon Islands, with the latter’s con-
sent, as a logistical hub for the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN).15 For 
digital infrastructure, China has invested in laying submarine cables in the Solo-
mon Islands and the data center in Papua New Guinea, actions that faced resis-
tance from regional powers, particularly Australia.16 Furthermore, China showed 
its active diplomacy toward the Pacific island states by proposing the China- 
Pacific Islands’ Common Development Vision in the late May 2022.17 Although 
China’s attempt failed, this illustrates Beijing’s proactive stance to strengthen its 
strategic ties with the Pacific island states.18

In this developing strategic environment in the Pacific, Japan has four funda-
mental interests to protect. First, Japan has had strong interests in securing its 
economic interests in the Pacific, particularly fishing rights and natural resources, 
such as natural gas, nickel, and copper. Japan’s interests in fisheries, particularly 
tuna, have been strong enough to confront with even the Pacific island states. 
Notably, when the international community discussed formulating the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in the 1970s, Japan ex-
plicitly opposed the concept of the 200-nautical-    mile exclusive economic zone, 
which would limit Japan’s access to international fishing grounds, conceding its 
rights to the coastal states.19 Eventually, Japan managed its relations with the is-
land states by providing grant aid to retain Japan’s fishing rights, as approximately 
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40 percent of Japan’s total consumption of bonito and tuna, amounting to 159,000 
tons, comes from the Pacific Islands.20

Second, Tokyo has important SLOCs in the Pacific, connecting Japan and Aus-
tralia. Although most of Japan’s energy resources, such as oil and natural gas, pass 
through the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea, approximately 20 percent of 
Japan’s imported coal and natural gas and approximately 7 percent of its imported 
beef, dairy products, and barley comes from Australia.21 Those resources and prod-
ucts are generally exported from Australia’s eastern ports, particularly the Port Botany, 
the Port of New Castle, and the Port of Brisbane, and the closest SLOC between 
Australia and Japan passes through the eastern part of the Pacific Islands.22 In this 
context, securing the SLOCs in the South Pacific is Japan’s vital national interest.

Third, Japan has a diplomatic interest in attaining and/or retaining the support of 
Pacific island states’ votes in international fora, including the United Nations. This 
is particularly so in the UN Security Council (UNSC) reforms. Japan has been ea-
ger to gain a permanent seat at the UNSC, which is illustrated by the fact that Japan 
has served as a nonpermanent member for 11 terms since 1956.23 Since the United 
Nations requires a two-    thirds affirmative votes from the member states to change 
the UN Charter, such voting numbers matter. In 2005, when the UN reform gained 
diplomatic momentum, Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Palau, the Solomon Islands, and Tu-
valu supported the proposal submitted by the Group of Four, consisting of Brazil, 
Germany, India, and Japan.24 Moreover, in other international fora, such as the In-
ternational Whaling Commission, the Solomon Islands supported Japan’s posi-
tion.25 Thus, Japan values its relationship with the Pacific Islands.

Fourth, Japan has long-    held security interests in the Pacific Islands. During 
World War II, Japan fought brutal battles, such as the Battle of Guadalcanal in 
1942–43 with the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and the United King-
dom, and the Battle of Rabaul in 1942 with Australia. Since these territories are 
the entry points to the northwestern Pacific and Southeast Asia, the Pacific Is-
lands are strategically located important areas. In this sense, if China establishes 
military bases in these islands, this will likely create new ocean gateways that en-
ables China’s PLAN to have an easy access to the Pacific Ocean and increase its 
power-    projection capabilities.26 Particularly, as the potential presence of Chinese 
nuclear submarines in this area poses threats to the United States, Japan’s fore-
most military ally, and would likely affect its extended deterrence to Japan. Thus, 
Tokyo will continue to have strategic stakes in these islands.

Those four interests are closely linked with each other, particularly in the con-
text of China’s growing challenges toward the existing international order. The 
next section will focus on the development of Japan’s engagement in the Pacific.
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Japan’s Engagement in the Pacific: Bilateral Diplomacy and 
Multilateral Institutions

Japan’s diplomatic approach toward the Pacific Islands is based on the Kuranari 
Doctrine, put forth in Foreign Minister Tadashi Kuranari’s speech, “Working 
Towards the Pacific Future Community,” in Fiji in 1987. This doctrine crafted five 
diplomatic principles toward the Pacific Islands, namely (1) “respect for indepen-
dence and self-    help,” (2) “support for regional cooperation,” (3) “ensuring political 
stability,” (4) “economic cooperation for development,” and (5) “promoting 
people-    to-    people exchange,” which Japanese government officials have continu-
ously referenced ever since.27

The Kuranari Doctrine has long historical roots. In the 1970s and 1980s, the 
Pacific Islands were first concerned about Tokyo’s Pacific policy as it largely ne-
glected the islands’ “agency.” This is well illustrated by a series of policy statements 
from Japan relating to the Pacific Islands before 1987. The first major policy doc-
trine launched by Japan in the Pacific was Prime Minister Masayoshi Ōhira’s 
“Pan-    Pacific Concept” in 1979. This showed the importance of cooperation in the 
South Pacific in such fields as maritime research, submarine cables, and forestry.28 
However, the doctrine did not consider the interests of the Pacific Islands, and in 
1980, when Japan expressed its intent to release low-    level nuclear waste in the 
Northern Mariana Trench under the London Convention, Micronesia and the 
Marshall Islands criticized the plan. This is because such behavior reminded the 
island states of their traumatic events regarding nuclear tests conducted by France, 
the United States, and the United Kingdom, and the aftereffects of such testing 
on the ocean and their nations.29 Thus, in 1982, Prime Minister Zenkō Suzuki 
launched the “Suzuki Pacific Doctrine,” but it was not satisfactory either since its 
contents were similar to the Pan-    Pacific Concept and were not necessarily cus-
tomized toward the Pacific Islands.30

In this context, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone shifted Tokyo’s diplomatic 
posture toward the Pacific Island by promising that Japan would not release nu-
clear waste in the region.31 This reflected the Kuranari Doctrine that saw the Pa-
cific island states as equal partners and reflected Japan’s bilateral and multilateral 
engagement in the region.

Strategic Approach I: Bilateral Diplomacy

Bilateral diplomacy is an important tool for Japan to understand local needs 
and conditions in each Pacific island state. In particular, there are vast political, 
economic, and social diversities existing among those island states, and the bilat-
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eral diplomacy provides an opportunity to customize Japan’s diplomatic approach 
and gain political support for Japan’s initiatives, including the FOIP.

That said, as the Kuranari Doctrine illustrates, the Pacific island states’ foremost 
needs have been development. Thus, Japan’s traditional approach has revolved around 
grant provision for socioeconomic purposes. Given that most of Pacific Island econ-
omies do not generate extensive profits, Japan’s economic assistance tends not to be 
in low-    interest loans but instead grants for infrastructure development. Every year, 
Japan provides the island states approximately USD 1.5 million for nonproject grants 
and grants for specific projects, such as infrastructure development, which ranges 
from USD 0.8 million for sustainable development and climate change in the Cook 
Islands in 2015 to USD 27 million for enhancement of safety of Apia Port in Samoa 
in 2015.32 Japan also promotes human development and people-    to-    people exchange 
through such means as the Japan-    East Asia Network of Exchange for Students and 
Youths ( JENESYS) program, an exchange project aimed at strengthening connec-
tions among the youths in Japan and the Indo-    Pacific.33

Natural disasters, such as typhoons, cyclones, tsunamis, floods, droughts, and 
volcano eruptions, frequently occur in the Pacific Islands, and Japan provides 
emergency assistance for major as well as minor disasters. In the past decade, Ja-
pan provided such assistance to Fiji, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Palau, Samoa, 
the Solomon Islands Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu, and Tokyo offered grants for 
enhancing the island states’ capabilities for disaster prevention and management.34 
Since Japan is also prone to various natural disasters, its technology for building 
disaster-    resilient infrastructure has been considered useful in the region.

To be sure, such development assistance does not necessarily lead the Pacific is-
land nations to support every strategic initiative that Japan takes. While Tokyo links 
its development assistance to a broader strategic agenda, such as the “Partnership for 
Quality Infrastructure,” which is conceptually subsumed into the FOIP vision, the 
Pacific Islands’ responses have varied significantly. For example, eight of the 14 Pa-
cific island states have not openly supported the vision, instead remaining silent or 
only expressing their intention to continuously discuss it.35 Those who have sup-
ported the FOIP vision are Fiji,36 the Marshall Islands,37 Micronesia,38 Palau,39 
Papua New Guinea,40 and Samoa.41 Although the island states that have strong ties 
with the Unite States tend to support Japan’s FOIP, Samoa and Fiji also support the 
FOIP. Given the initial vagueness of the FOIP vision, some considered it mostly 
development-    oriented, such as infrastructure development, while others viewed it 
as a strategic concept that could be part of great-    power competition, particularly 
with China.42 This created variances in the Pacific Islands’ reactions.

In sum, amicable bilateral relations stemming from Japan’s development assis-
tance do not guarantee Japan clear support for the FOIP from all the Pacific island 
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states, considering the existence of the variety of strategic positions among the Pa-
cific Islands. At the same time, it is also true that Japan did not receive explicit 
negative reactions from those who have yet to express support for the FOIP.43

Strategic Approach II: Multilateral Institutions

Multilateralism among the Pacific Islands has long been based on the Pacific 
Island Forum (PIF), which was regarded as the “region’s premier political and 
economic organization.”44 Originally established in 1971 as the South Pacific 
Forum (SPF), the organization aimed to create a diplomatic space for the Pacific 
Islands and reduce the political influence of the South Pacific Commission (now, 
“Pacific Community”) that was established in 1947 and led by regional major 
powers, namely Australia, France, the Netherlands, New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States.45 Given geographic proximity and strong diplo-
matic influences, Australia and New Zealand are still core members of PIF, but 
the forum creates more equal diplomatic interactions between them and the Pa-
cific Islands. The PIF began to be further institutionalized as the number of mem-
bers increased, such as the establishment of the South Pacific Bureau for Eco-
nomic Cooperation (SPEC) for the member states’ economic cooperation in 1973 
that evolved into the broadly focused Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS) in 
1988. To enhance its relations with external actors, the PIF also created the Post 
Forum Dialogues at the ministerial level in 1989. Through this mechanism, Japan 
also created its own forum in 1997, the Pacific Islands Leaders Meeting (PALM), 
where leaders from Japan and the PIF member states meet every three years.46

 The PALM is a uniquely institutionalized forum, as all the PIF members’ lead-
ers participate.47 As discussed above, Japan’s national interests in the Pacific Is-
lands closely connect to fishing and regional stability, and thus, Japan’s agendas in 
the PALM generally focus on means to promote economic development and so-
ciopolitical stability in those island states. That said, the PALM’s agendas evolved 
over time. For example, in the post-9/11 period, when international terrorist 
groups aimed to target failed states as safe havens, PALM’s socioeconomic devel-
opment agendas began to be framed as security issues. Also, in 2009, responding 
to serious environmental challenges, the PALM adopted the concept of the Pa-
cific Environment Community (PEC) and created the PEC fund for relevant 
capacity-    building programs and technology transfer.48 Institutionally, the PALM 
started to hold the PALM Ministerial Interim Meeting, where ministers from 
the member states gather to update one another and discuss the progress of coop-
erative projects.49 This meeting is held in between the PALMs and contributes to 
close policy coordination between Japan and the PIF members.
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For their parts, Australia and New Zealand have played enhanced roles since 
the early 2000s. Both states have long committed to fostering socioeconomic de-
velopment in the region through economic assistance, but Australia has begun to 
play a more active role in the security field as well. This was largely triggered by 
the 2002 Bali bombing that killed 88 Australians, after which Canberra started to 
highlight a possibility that the fragile Pacific island states would become the cen-
ter of threats to Australia’s national security and erode the nation’s sphere of influ-
ence.50 This was illustrated by the establishment of the Regional Assistance Mis-
sion to Solomon Islands (RAMSI), through which Australian forces intervened 
in the Solomon Islands’ domestic crisis with the consent of the PIF members in 
2003.51 Multilateral institutions in the Pacific Islands are thus predominantly 
organized by the PIF and the PALM.

However, this regional institutional architecture has gradually changed because 
of the rise of China. Beijing uses its own diplomatic frameworks, particularly the 
BRI, to strengthen economic and diplomatic ties with the regional states. The 
strategic implications for the Pacific Islands here are that they do not rely on the 
traditional regional powers, namely Australia and New Zealand, as much as they 
once did. This provides options for those small island states that seek strategic 
autonomy.52 In fact, there are several diplomatic maneuvers in the PIF—Palau, 
Micronesia, Nauru, Marshall Islands, and Kiribati indicated their intention to 
withdraw from the organization.53 The direct cause was the institutional norm of 
the election of the PIF secretary general, by which the Micronesian states consid-
ered that the next secretary general would be selected from their subregion. When 
that failed to materialize, the Micronesian states protested by showing their in-
tention to withdraw.54 While the Suva Agreement was concluded in July 2022 to 
prevent the withdrawal, Kiribati decided to leave the organization as it had not 
been consulted in the discussions leading to the agreement.55 This indicates that 
the PIF is not the only crucial multilateral platform for these island states. For 
example, Fiji proposed the establishment of the Pacific Islands Development Fo-
rum (PIDF) in 2013. This was Fiji’s response to its PIF membership suspension 
from 2009 to 2014 in the aftermath of the island’s 2006 coup.56 This new regional 
institution provides a forum purely for the Pacific island states to discuss their 
own agendas and interests. These events show that the PIF’s influence has been 
waning over the past decade.

In this context, Japan has pushed forward the concept of the FOIP in the Pa-
cific Islands through the PALMs. Japan’s strategic approach to the Pacific Islands 
is to respect the centrality of regional states and to facilitate their economic and 
political capacity rather than imposing Tokyo’s norms and ideas.57 At the same 
time, Japan is aware of China’s growing influence in the Pacific Islands since the 
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inception of the China-    Pacific Island Countries Economic Development and 
Cooperation Forum in 2006, resulting in competition over economic aid in the 
region.58 However, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe slightly shifted Tokyo’s policy 
emphasis from quantitative competition to value-    oriented competition in terms 
of aid. In 2015, Japan emphasized the importance of rule of law in the sea, such as 
the UNCLOS, and the rules-    based maritime order, expressing regional concerns 
regarding illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing.59 Also, to facilitate sustain-
able development in the region, Japan reaffirmed the importance of quality infra-
structure that could secure “resilient, reliable and durable transport and commu-
nications links and access to energy as well as the sustainable development of 
agriculture, fisheries and tourism.”60

After the announcement of Japan’s FOIP in 2016, Tokyo began to explicitly 
advocate the principles of the FOIP. The chairperson’s statement following the 
2017 PALM Ministerial Interim Meeting touched upon the importance of the 
“Free and Open Maritime Order” that stemmed from international law, respect of 
sovereignty, non-    use of force, peaceful resolution of disputes, the freedom of 
navigation and overflight, and the clarification of the claims based on interna-
tional law, which implicitly targeted China’s ambiguous claim of the “nine-    dash 
line.”61 In 2018, the theme of PALM 8 was “We are Islanders—Partnership  
Towards Prosperous, Free and Open Pacific.”62 It was not the “Indo-    Pacific”  
because the Pacific island states did not have close geographical connections with 
the Indian Ocean region. Nevertheless, the principles remained the same. Inviting 
new members, namely New Caledonia and French Polynesia, Japan reiterated the 
importance of maintaining and enhancing the existing rules-    based order, particu-
larly the rules-    based maritime order and environmental sustainability.63 These 
initiatives were generally well received by the Pacific Islands.

However, the Pacific island states were not ready to express strong support for 
Japan’s FOIP concept. Unlike ASEAN, these states did not have an intention to 
formulate their own Indo-    Pacific strategic framework or to incorporate Japan’s 
FOIP concept in their respective national policies.64 Rather, the Pacific Islands’ 
general stance appears to be to select facets of the framework with which they feel 
they can work with Japan, such as environmental protection on the basis of inter-
national law, the quality infrastructure development, and rule of law in the mari-
time domain. As a result, while Japan incorporates the Pacific Islands into the 
FOIP vision and reiterates its significance in the PALM and PALM-    related 
meetings, the region has yet to regard such a strategic concept as the region’s 
policy.65 In 2021, the PALM 9 sought common grounds between the PIF’s 
“Framework for Pacific Regionalism” and Japan’s FOIP, which focused on five 
priority areas of functional cooperation under Japan’s new initiative, the “Pacific 



Japan’s Strategic Approach toward Island States

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022  75

Bond (Kizuna) Policy,” namely (1) COVID-19 response and recovery, (2) sustain-
able oceans based on the rule of law, (3) climate change and disaster resilience, (4) 
strengthening foundation for sustainable and resilient economic development, 
and (5) people-    to-    people exchange and human resource development.66 Although 
these resonate with the principles of the FOIP, the Pacific Islands as a group have 
not taken a unified strategic position in the Indo-    Pacific.

Strategic Implications for Other Island States: Sri Lanka and Maldives

Japan uses bilateral and multilateral diplomacy to gain support for its FOIP 
concept toward the Pacific Islands. Although there has yet to be a consensus to 
regionally support Japan’s FOIP vision among the Pacific island states, Japan was 
able to gain certain diplomatic support in a bilateral setting. In other regions, 
particularly South Asia, there are similar situations in the island states: Sri Lanka 
and Maldives. They are both located in strategically important maritime areas, 
where vital SLOCs exist in the Indian Ocean. While India had a diplomatic, 
economic, and social influence over these states, China has begun to increase its 
economic influence over both nations. Indeed, Sri Lanka increasingly depends on 
China for its imports and economic assistance, which was often illustrated by the 
facts that Colombo joined the BRI in 2017 and was forced to provide its BRI -
funded Hambantota port to China for a 99-year lease when Sri Lanka could not 
make good on the project’s debt.67 Maldives also depends on China for its import, 
which surpassed the amount to India in 2016.68 As such, the balance of power in 
the Indian Ocean, at least in economic terms, has been changing.

Japan’s diplomatic approach in South Asia is, however, constrained. Most nota-
bly, Japan does not have its own multilateral forum like the PALM to engage with 
Indian Ocean island states. Admittedly, there is the region-    wide South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). However, the political rivalry 
between India and Pakistan has effectively hamstrung the organization as a func-
tional body over political, economic, and security agendas. As the SAARC agen-
das are confined to nonstrategic ones, Japan’s engagement through SAARC has 
also been limited to an exchange program through JENESYS and financial as-
sistance through the Japan–SAARC Special Fund. Thus, to facilitate Japan’s FOIP 
vision in South Asia, bilateral diplomacy has been the main tool.

Bilaterally, Japan–Sri Lanka relations have been positive. Japan has consistently 
provided Sri Lanka grants and low-    interest loans for education, food security, 
maritime security, and infrastructure development. Since 2013, Japan has high-
lighted the importance of an open and free maritime domain as a public good, 
considering Sri Lanka’s potential to become a “maritime hub of the region.”69 In 
2015, Japan and Sri Lanka elevated their relationship to a comprehensive partner-
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ship to facilitate cooperation in the maritime sphere, while Japan further aimed to 
support Sri Lanka’s socioeconomic development under the Partnership for Qual-
ity Infrastructure.70 On this basis, Sri Lanka expressed its support for Japan’s 
FOIP vision as early as April 2017, and both nation’s established a foreign minis-
try policy dialogue at the senior official level and institutionalized the dialogues 
for the realization of the FOIP.71 Nevertheless, such enhancement of bilateral 
relations does not determine Sri Lanka’s strategic position. Facing continued in-
stability of the domestic political and financial situation, such as its high default 
risk and dramatic leadership changes in 2022, Sri Lanka often abrogates the 
agreements with Japan, such as the development of the Port of Colombo in 2021 
and relies instead on China for assistance.72

Japan–Maldives relations are also relatively stable. Japan recognizes the geostrategic 
importance of Maldives in the Indian Ocean region and continuously supports the 
nation’s socioeconomic development, mostly through the provision of grants, given 
Maldives’ limited economic resources.73 While Japan and Maldives have yet to elevate 
their bilateral relations to a strategic partnership, their cooperation encompasses eco-
nomic development, maritime security, and regional affairs.74 In 2017, Maldivian 
president Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom expressed his support for Japan’s FOIP 
vision, aiming at enhancement of bilateral relations through such means as the estab-
lishment of the Japan–Maldives Policy Dialogues in 2018.75 Given Yameen’s general 
support for China, Maldives’ support for Japan indicates its desire to expand the stra-
tegic options. Even after President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih won the election of 2018, 
Maldives’ relations posture toward Japan remained the same, and Solih expressed his 
support and cooperation for the realization of the FOIP.76

This quick review of Japan’s approach toward Sri Lanka and Maldives illus-
trates similarities to Tokyo’s approach toward the Pacific Islands. Using its devel-
opment assistance and exchanges at official and non-    official levels, Japan aims to 
strengthen comprehensive ties with states in the Pacific Islands and island states 
in South Asia. While Japan has more diplomatic tools to engage the Pacific island 
states than South Asia through its own regional forum, PALM, Japan still closely 
cooperates bilaterally with Sri Lanka and Maldives. Nevertheless, those states also 
have their own agency, and the instability of domestic politics and the danger of 
debt-    trap in particular affect their relationships, as the Sri Lanka case shows.

Conclusion: Future of Japan’s Strategic Approach to  
the Indo-    Pacific

Since the Abe administration formulated the FOIP vision in 2016, Tokyo has in-
corporated the Pacific island states into Japan’s strategic scope. Although it was not 
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entirely clear the degree to which Japan would invest in those island states and 
strengthen strategic ties with them, over time, Tokyo’s constant engagement through 
socioeconomic development assistance has enabled Japan to smoothly transform such 
assistance into deeper strategic relationships. Japan’s approach is essentially to gain 
support for FOIP through bilateral means and nurture an environment where re-
gional fora would collectively endorse Japan’s strategic vision. In this way, Tokyo would 
be able to not only strengthen a strategic “line” between Japan and each island state 
but also nurture an “area” where the entire region can be a general supporter for Japan.

Obviously, this is not always successful. In South Asia, there is no multilateral 
forum to discuss general regional strategic positions, due to the India–Pakistan 
strategic rivalry and India’s desire for “strategic autonomy.” All the Pacific island 
states have similar diplomatic positions prioritizing their own regional and na-
tional socioeconomic development, but such policies do not always lead these 
states to reach consensus on their own regional strategic position. Moreover, do-
mestic politics also play an important role in determining and changing these 
states’ national stances. Now that their geostrategic position is attractive for great 
powers because of the intensification of the US–China rivalry, these island states 
have more strategic options to choose where and how they should receive eco-
nomic assistance, which also creates diverging opinions in the domestic arena. As 
a result, Tokyo faces difficulty in nurturing regional collectivism among those is-
land states to clearly express support for Japan’s FOIP.

Nevertheless, such efforts remain relevant. The reason those island states have sev-
eral strategic options is precisely because external states, such as Japan, engage with 
them. Without such engagement, the island states do not have any options and would 
instead lean to a particular great power that would rapidly alter the regional balance of 
power. In fact, a power shift in the Indo-    Pacific islands caused by China’s continuous 
rise is likely to intensify as Beijing aims to increase its diplomatic and economic influ-
ence as well as military presence in the southern Pacific. This is well illustrated by 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s trip to the region and his efforts to conclude a 
regional pact in May 2022, which while not fully successful paid some dividends in 
specific island states.77 Thus, Japan’s strategic engagement provides those island states 
an opportunity not to completely lean toward China.

Currently, the United States aims to formulate a diplomatic coalition with Japan, 
Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom through the partnership called the 
Partners in the Blue Pacific (PBP).78 These regional powers have been historically the 
most influential actors in the southern Pacific and have significant experience working 
together. Japan is a latecomer in engaging the region strategically with these powers. 
The PBP could be an important strategic initiative to the Pacific island states in terms 
of diversifying their options and mitigating risks. However, the partnership’s coopera-
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tive agendas and the initial scope are still limited. In fact, the partnership tends to 
emphasize the importance of the PIF, which includes the suzerain powers, while not 
mentioning new regional groupings, such as the PIDF. This posture could make the 
Pacific island states uneasy because the PBP can be seen merely as a device to counter 
China, control the region, and entrap the island states into a great-    power rivalry.

In this context, Japan’s multilateral initiatives in the region, such as the PALM, 
could potentially become useful frameworks. This is because the initiatives generally 
emphasize functional cooperation, including addressing climate change and empha-
sizing less strategic cooperation. This would likely keep the Pacific island states’ strate-
gic options open by meeting their domestic and regional needs without being involved 
in great power competition. In other words, the initiatives that have less strategic 
emphasis would actually have greater strategic benefits for the regional states.

The Pacific island region has now become a theater for great-    power rivalry be-
tween the United States and China. While maintaining the regional rules- based 
order is the core strategic objective for Tokyo and would lead Japan to confront 
China in some areas, it is not Japan’s intent to divide the region by engaging in such 
strategic rivalry. In this context, Japan needs to make the most of its existing initia-
tives such as the PALM, facilitate functional cooperation, and neutralize the nega-
tive strategic effect of the US–China rivalry. µ
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Abstract

This article considers the similarities and differences faced by Singapore and Taiwan vis- 
 à-  vis the major powers in the Indo-  Pacific. First, it focuses on the countries’ respective 
differing responses to various “Indo-  Pacific” strategic formulations. Next, it moves to 
consideration of Singapore’s and Taiwan’s political, geopolitical, and geocultural trajecto-
ries. This particular section also addresses the two nations’ relations with other small is-
land states across the Indo-  Pacific. The subsequent sections provide a bilateral study of 
Singapore–Taiwan relations, followed by consideration of how Singapore and Taiwan 
have responded to the greater powers in the region, specifically China, India, Japan, and 
the United States. Faced with growing Chinese power in the region, questions of agency 
and strategic autonomy are drawn together in the conclusion, which finds that Singapore 
is operating from a position of advantage and Taiwan from a position of disadvantage in 
the Indo-  Pacific.

***

In the Indo-  Pacific Singapore and Taiwan are both having to shape their on-
going survival and flourishing amid surrounding stronger powers like the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), India, Japan, and the United States. While 

Taiwan has been happy to use the term Indo-  Pacific when describing and locating 
its regional role, Singapore has preferred to keep using the term Asia-  Pacific when 
describing and locating its regional role, despite its own physical location at the 
intersect between the Indian Ocean and Pacific zones.

Regarding Indo-  Pacific formulations, Singapore has avoided taking a stance on 
the advocacy of a free and open Indo-  Pacific (FOIP) promoted by Japan since 
late 2016 and the United States since late-2017. Singapore has instead swung 
behind the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Outlook on the 
Indo-  Pacific, adopted in June 2019. The rationale for Singapore’s support was 
explained as due to the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-  Pacific being underpinned 
by the principle of ASEAN centrality, economic prosperity particularly through 
connectivity, and “upholding a rules-  based order anchored on international law” 
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that was “vital for Singapore’s own survival and prosperity as a small city-  state.”1 
Singapore has also been ready to participate with other wider Indo-  Pacific frame-
works that have emphasized economic cooperation and ASEAN centrality, such 
as China’s Maritime Silk Road (MSR), the European Union (EU) Ministerial 
Forum on Cooperation in the Indo-  Pacific set up in 2022, and indeed the US-  led 
Indo-  Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) also set up in 2022, judging it a wel-
come US economic reengagement with the region.

In contrast, Taipei has welcomed the US and Japanese FOIP formulation and 
very much become a partner in its development.2 Also in contrast to Singapore, 
Taiwan has rejected China’s MSR initiative as Beijing “attempting to expand its 
influence through debt-  trap diplomacy and influence neighboring countries with 
its sharp power, which has aroused great concern and suspicion in the interna-
tional community.”3 Like Singapore, Taiwan has welcomed EU moves into the 
Indo-  Pacific, in part due to fact that the EU Indo-  Pacific Strategy Paper, released 
in September 2021, recorded that tensions in the Taiwan’s Strait had a direct 
impact on European security and prosperity and singled out Taiwan as a partner 
for semiconductors and in building resilient and diversified value chains and data 
protection. Taipei aspires to be a “full member” of the US IPEF, which it sees as a 
welcome counter to China’s MSR initiative.4

Politics, Geopolitics, and Geoculture

Singapore and Taiwan both face problems of survival. Having gained indepen-
dence in 1965, leaving the newly-  formed Malaysia, Singapore’s problem remains 
its viability as a small ethnic “Chinese” island city state, a “little red dot” with no 
natural hinterland, adrift amid a large immediately surrounding “Malay” sea rep-
resented by Malaysia and Indonesia.5 Domestically, continuity in Singapore has 
been provided by continuing ascendancy of the People’s Action Party (PAP), first 
led by Lee Kuan Yew after 1965 and then his son Lee Hsien Loong as prime 
minister from 2004 onward.

Taiwan’s problem is much more immediate and existential: how to avoid inva-
sion by the PRC, which claims that Taiwan is but a province of the mainland, the 
much larger Chinese “motherland” (zuguo).6 This has been a long-  running issue 
since 1949, when the Kuomintang-  led government of the then Republic of China 
(ROC) fled to Taiwan; but magnified by the growth of Taiwanese identity and the 
pro-  independence Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) gaining the presidency 
under Chen Shui-  bian (2000–2008) and Tsai Ing-  wen (2016–present). Mean-
while, Taiwan is faced with PRC president Xi Jinping’s more assertive China and 
the rising threat of forcible incorporation of Taiwan, all the more in the wake of 
the crushing of Hong Kong’s autonomy in 2021.
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Singapore is an active player on the regional and international scene. Within 
Southeast Asia, Singapore plays an important role in the Association for Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN), while its Five Power Defense Arrangements (FPDA) 
with the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and Malaysia provide some 
extra-  regional security. Singapore’s Pacific focus is around the rim, with full mem-
bership in the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) mechanism, and the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-  Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), as well as the 
East Asia Summit (EAS). There has been some neglect of the Pacific island states, 
which are of little economic or diplomatic significance for Singapore, though Sin-
gapore did become a Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) Dialogue Partner in January 2022. 
In the Indian Ocean, Singapore enjoys common membership in the Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA) with Sri Lanka, Mauritius, Maldives, Seychelles, and 
Madagascar but has not developed any substantive relations with these island part-
ners. Instead, Singapore has focused on expanding links with India. Freedom of 
navigation concerns have led to Singapore’s deployment into the Gulf of Aden for 
anti-  piracy duties during the past decade, including successful command in 2018 of 
the multilateral Combined Task Force (CTF) 151 with navies from Australia, In-
donesia, Japan, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the US.

In contrast, a DPP-  led Taiwan faces mounting diplomatic curtailment of its 
“international space” (guoji kongjian) by Beijing.7 This diplomatic war between 
Beijing and Taipei has been acutely played out among the Pacific island states. In 
September 2019, the Solomon Islands’ and Kiribati’s defections left only four 
Pacific island nations (the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, and Tuvalu, out of a 
total of 15 Pacific island states) that recognize Taiwan as the ROC. Taiwan re-
mains restricted within the APEC under the title Separate Customs Territory of 
Taiwan and is absent from virtually all the various regional and functional bodies 
for the Indo-  Pacific, though APEC remains an important avenue for Taipei to 
make Taiwan’s message heard in the Asia-  Pacific.8 However, DPP administra-
tions have compensated for losing some of Taiwan’s diplomatic recognition in the 
Pacific by developing membership and a prominent position within the Austro-
nesian Forum, which brings Taiwan into partnership with Malaysia, Indonesia, 
Philippines, Papua New Guinea, New Zealand and various island states like 
Guam (US), Hawaii (US), Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, Solomon Is-
lands, and Tuvalu.9 Regarding the Pacific Island Forum (PIF), Taiwan has enjoyed 
“development partner” status since 1993, though the PRC pressure has blocked 
fuller “dialogue partner” status. While Taiwan has sought to cultivate the Pacific 
island states where it can, Taipei has somewhat neglected the island states in the 
Indian Ocean and, like Singapore, it has concentrated on developing closer links 
with India. In an “unofficial” but quite strategic case of mutual recognition by 
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non-  recognized states, mutual recognition between Taiwan and Somaliland, the 
breakaway province in northern Somalia, in September 2020 brings the prospect 
of Taiwanese use the Port of Berbera in the Gulf of Aden.10

Regarding its geopolitics, Singapore’s traditional significance has become ever 
more important.11 Singapore is a small island city-  state sitting at the bottom of 
the Malayan peninsula, the junction point between the South China Sea and 
Strait of Malacca, and in a wider sense between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 
The Malacca Strait is a key trade route, the choke point between the Indian Ocean 
and East Asia/the Pacific. Energy supplies flowing through the Malacca Strait are 
of particular significance for Japan, India, and China.

Taiwan is also of great geopolitical significance. One commentator summed up 
Taiwan’s significance as the “‘geographical pivot of History’ in the Pacific Age.”12 
The island sits in the middle of what the United States considered its “forward 
defense perimeter” in the 1950s and what China now considers the so-  called 
“First Island Chain” (diyi daolian), which runs from Japan through the Ryukyus, 
Taiwan, and the Philippines. Taiwan guards immediate access to the Western 
Pacific via the Yonaguni Strait between Taiwan and Japan, and the Bashi Channel 
between Taiwan and the Philippines. On the east coast, Taiwan’s deepwater naval 
bases at Su’ao and Hualien enable submarines to directly slip undetected into one 
of the deepest maritime trenches in the Pacific. Thus, Taiwan is a door that can 
open and shut westward from the Pacific and eastward from the Chinese main-
land. China’s drive for Taiwan is then partly a matter of political nationalism, but 
it is also a matter of geopolitical imperatives.13

Finally, in terms of demographics, Singapore’s population of 5.45 million, as of 
June 2021, include ethnic Chinese (75.9 percent), Malays (15 percent), and Indi-
ans (7.5 percent). Taiwan has a larger population, around 23.35 million as of 
January 2022 but a similar, indeed larger, ethnic Chinese base. More than 95 
percent of Taiwan’s population is considered as Han Chinese, and 2.3 percent 
(around 534,000) consist of Austronesian indigenous peoples. However, this eth-
nic Chinese community is extremely variegated, reflecting the Hakka (from 
Guangdong, speaking Hokkien), who emerged in the late Ming period; the Hoklo 
(from Fujian, speaking Southern Min), who appeared in the Qing era; and main-
landers who fled to Taiwan in 1945–1950 (speaking Mandarin). Language poli-
tics and pressure from the mainland have led to a shift in usage from Mandarin 
to Hakka and Hoklo.14 Intermarriage with the Austronesian indigenous groups 
further blurs the boundaries.

Consequently, national identities in both these island states have moved away 
from simple Chinese categories.15 In Singapore, the presence of the Malay and 
Indian communities makes a common Chinese state identity politically inap-
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propriate. Instead, there is a sense of Singapore as a unique multiracial island, 
bound together by its city-  state geography. According to a 2017 survey by the In-
stitute of Policy Studies, 49 percent of Singaporeans identify with both the Sin-
gaporean identity and their individual ethnic identity equally, while 35 percent 
would identify as “Singaporean” first, and 14.2 percent would identify with their 
own ethnic identity. In Taiwan, recent decades have shown a growing self- 
identification of feeling Taiwanese rather than Chinese. Comparing the National 
Chengchi University annual poll for 1992 and June 2022, perceptions of being 
Chinese had declined from 46.4 percent to 2.4 percent, and being Taiwanese and 
Chinese had also declined from 46.4 percent to 30.4 percent, while identification 
as Taiwanese has soared from 17.6 percent to 63.7 percent. Both Singapore and 
Taiwan have moved toward establishing English as a common national second 
language—for Singapore as a bridge between the Malay, Indian, and Chinese 
communities and for Taiwan as a means of internationalizing Taiwan away for a 
Chinese focus, i.e., mainland–PRC–Mandarin.

It is perhaps unsurprising, therefore, to find that Singapore has moved away 
from a narrow Southeast Asian regionalism toward a deliberate wider global 
technological “innovation hub” role—a positioning that of course makes the is-
land of interest as a collaborative partner for the greater powers.16 In Taiwan, 
there has been a shift in focus from the Chinese mainland to maritime horizons. 
It is telling that Taiwan’s National Oceans Policy Guidelines, issued in 2004, asserted 
that Taiwan is an “Ocean State (haiyang guoja).17 These are Indo-  Pacific maritime 
horizons. Under President Tsai the linkage is being made explicit, focusing on 
self-  identification involving stress on Taiwan’s “island identity” (daoyu shenfen) as 
a multi-  ethnic “Indo-  Pacific nation.”18

Singapore–Taiwan Relations

Singapore–Taiwanese relations include long-  established defense and economic 
ties.19 The Project Starlight arrangements, under which Singapore, lacking space, 
could militarily train on Taiwan, are well-  established, running since 1975. These 
military links were reaffirmed and expanded under the National Defense Ex-
change and Security Agreement signed in October 2019, which, despite a hiatus 
due to COVID-19, was implemented in December 2021.20 De facto economic 
recognition of Taiwan was established with the Singapore–Taiwan Economic 
Partnership (ASTEP) signed in 2013, which took effect in 2014, in which Tai-
wan’s title was given as the Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kin-
men, and Matsu. This took Taiwan out of the “shadow” of the PRC.21 With regard 
to Taiwan’s game-  changer application in October 2021 to join the CPTPP, Sin-
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gapore welcomed the application but warned of the “political complications” 
posed by strong PRC pressure against such Taiwanese entry.22

Singapore-  Taiwan links continue to attract PRC criticism. The visit by the 
then–Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong to Taiwan in July 2004, a month 
before he became Singaporean prime minister, was bitterly denounced by Bei-
jing.23 The Singaporean response was that this was a private and unofficial visit 
and that Singapore enjoyed friendly relations with both Beijing and Taipei, 
though Lee did make mention of the stronger Taiwanese identity among the host 
population.24 The PRC also continues to target Singapore–Taiwan military ties.25 
Taiwanese military supplies being sent to Singapore were interdicted in 2016 and 
held at Hong Kong as a sign of Chinese displeasure, while the following year 
China snubbed Singapore at its Belt and Road Forum in April 2017 by not invit-
ing the Singapore leader, though this did not stop Singapore from carrying on 
Project Starlight exercising in Taiwan in the autumn.26

Singapore, while happy to see a Taiwan not under mainland PRC control, con-
tinues to advice against any moves by the DPP toward independence, on the 
grounds of regional instability. Lee Kuan Yew warned the first DPP president in 
2000 that he must “convince the mainland that he is not de-  Sinicizing Taiwan 
and trying to erase its cultural and historic links with China”, for “if there is no 
hope of eventual reunification, and Taiwan keeps on indigenizing and drifting 
away, there will be a moment of truth” by Beijing militarily intervening.27 Two 
decades later, Singapore’s advice to Taiwan remains cautious, as demonstrated in 
Emeritus Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong stating that “the more international 
space Taiwan gains, which Beijing sees as the result of tacit encouragement from 
the US, the more the Mainland [the PRC] will ratchet up pressure on Taiwan.”28

While Singapore has sought to dissuade Taiwan from any formal declaration 
of independence, it took a sharper attitude toward the PRC in the wake of the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Not only did Singapore strongly criticize Russia and 
apply sanctions immediately (as did Taiwan), despite the PRC giving succor to 
Russia, Singapore also moved to warn the PRC against the use of military force 
in the Taiwan Strait.29 During August, in the wake of the visit to Taiwan by the 
Speaker of the US House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, which China bitterly 
denounced but on which Singapore avoided any comment; it was China’s subse-
quent military exercises around Taiwan which triggered Singapore warning of 
Beijing having started a dangerous escalatory spiral with the US.

Singapore’s Relations with the Greater Powers

Singapore has carefully calibrated various economic and security ties with the 
regional greater powers of India, Japan, the United States, and China.
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Singaporean ties with India have steadily deepened since their “strategic partner-
ship” announced in 1992 Taiwanese commentators have argued that Taiwan should 
learn from Singapore’s successful outreach to India.30 India has a twofold security 
value for Singapore:31 in part as a counter ballast to any overbearing immediacy 
from Indonesia, but even more so, as Lee Kuan Yew famously noted, “India would 
be a useful balance to China’s heft” in Southeast Asia.32 He also noted that it was “a 
comforting development . . . that a multi-  party India is able to take off and keep 
pace with single-  party China,” in part as a model but also as a counterbalance.33

An annual Singapore-  India Maritime Bilateral Exercise (SIMBEX) has been 
running since 1994, now alternating between the Bay of Bengal and the South 
China Sea. Singapore has also participated in the Indian-  led Milan multilateral, 
naval exercises since its inauguration in 1995. The 2003 Defense Cooperation 
Agreement allows the Singapore army and air force to train on Indian soil. On the 
economic front, Singapore signed a Comprehensive Economic Cooperation 
Agreement (CECA) in 2005. A “strategic relationship” was signed in November 
2015. More practically, in November 2017 the two countries signed a revised and 
enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement, giving the Indian Navy logistical 
support and refueling access to Singapore’s Changi Naval Base.34 The annual tri-
lateral Singapore, India, Thailand Maritime Exercise (SITMEX) was initiated by 
in 2019. The fifth India–Singapore Defense Minister’s Dialogue in January 2021 
witnessed the signing of the Implementing Agreement on Submarine Rescue 
Support and Cooperation between the two navies. At the inaugural meeting of 
the Indian Ocean Region Defense Ministers’ Conclave in February 2021, in a 
tacit criticism of China, Singapore’s Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen, noted that 
“Singapore, like India, firmly believes in upholding freedom of navigation and 
over-  flight in the maritime domain, unyielding principles that are vital for main-
taining regional peace and stability. . . . to foster a rules-  based maritime order in 
the Indo Pacific.”35

Singapore’s relations with Japan have been cordial enough, economic coopera-
tion being the mantra established in the Economic Agreement for a New Age 
Partnership signed in 2002. They also work together on regional cooperation and 
technical outreach via the Japan–Singapore Partnership Program ( JSPP), estab-
lished in 1992. However, security cooperation has been relatively circumspect, 
reflecting Singapore’s sensitivities over the Japanese occupation of Singapore dur-
ing World War II. Nevertheless, limited bilateral naval exercising has developed 
in recent years, together with mutual biannual participation since in the American- 
 led Pacific Rim (RIMPAC) exercises since 2014 and in India’s Milan exercises 
since 2022.36 A summit meeting in June 2022 witnessed Singapore and Japan 
signing an enhanced memorandum on defense exchanges.37
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Singapore’s security cooperation with the United States has been substantial. 
As Minister for Foreign Affairs Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan stated in 2018, “Singa-
pore has never shied from publicly articulating the value of a continued and sus-
tained American presence in our region;” for “we have viewed America as a benign 
hegemon, a positive force for good and we have been a beneficiary of this 
presence.”38 Tacit China concerns drive this relationship.

US–Singapore defense cooperation is quite mutual. On the one hand, Singa-
pore has enjoyed Major Security Cooperation Partner status with the United 
States since 2005, facilitating high-  end military supplies and interoperability. 
Singapore’s air force trains in Arizona and Idaho, and a fighter training agreement 
in Guam was signed in December 2019. The largest number of foreign troops in 
the continental US are from Singapore. In the other direction, the US logistical 
command unit Logistics Group Western Pacific is based at Singapore, where the 
longstanding US presence at Changi Naval Base eases American deployments 
from the Western Pacific into the Indian Ocean, through aircraft carrier berths, 
and since 2013 the ongoing rotational presence of rotational US littoral combat 
ships.39 This defense arrangement established in 1990 was renewed again in Sep-
tember 2019 and is slated to run until 2035. Singapore also permits the US fly P-8 
antisubmarine warfare aircraft from Paya Lebar Air Base since 2015. Annual ex-
ercising between the two armies has existed since 1980 (Tiger Balm), between the 
two air forces since 1990 (Exercise Commando Sling), between the two navies 
since the late 1990s, and with the US Marine Corp since 2019 (Valiant Mark). 
Further naval exercises (Pacific Griffin) were added in 2017, most frequently off 
Guam, but in 2020 held in the South China Sea. Economic and technological 
cooperation supplement this security cooperation. Washington and Singapore 
signed the Partnership for Growth and Innovation (PGI) in October 2022, which 
seeks to improve supply-  chain resilience and trustworthy, responsible artificial 
intelligence, and Singapore joined up to the US Indo-  Pacific Economic Frame-
work when set up in 2022. Additionally, the establishment of a US–Singapore 
Space Dialogue was announced for November 2022.40

Last, but not least, Singapore’s relations with China remain an “ambivalent” 
and “awkward” one.41 Lee Kuan Yew enjoyed a high prestige relationship with 
Deng Xiaoping in the 1970s and 1980s, with economic modernization a common 
focus and fruitful avenue for cooperation.42 Singapore was the first Asian country 
to have a comprehensive bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with China, 
coming into effect in 2009, the China-  Singapore (Chongqing) Connectivity Ini-
tiative (CCI) was signed in 2015, and talk of an international Land-  Sea Trade 
Corridor (ILSTC) running from Singapore to western China has drawn Singa-
pore into “forward engagement” with China’s Belt and Road Initiative.43
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However, close cultural and economic ties with China sit uneasily with Singa-
pore’s security ties with Taiwan, and Singapore’s extensive military cooperation 
with the United States. Although Singapore signed an Enhanced Agreement on 
Defense Exchanges and Security Cooperation with China in October 2019, prac-
tical military cooperation has not developed to anything approximating that 
which the island has with the United States, or indeed with India. Despite Chi-
nese criticism of such developments; Singapore gave a cautious welcome to the 
revival of the Australia-  India-  Japan-  United States Quadrilateral Security Dia-
logue (Quad) in 2017, and to the formation of the Australia–United Kingdom–
United States (AUKUS) trilateral defense agreement in November 2021, as well 
as joining the US-  led IPEF initiative in 2022.44 Singapore has also distanced itself 
from China’s Huawei G5 initiative.45

Taiwan’s Relations with the Greater Powers

Taipei’s external relations are shaped by the PRC; an existential threat given 
Beijing’s continuing call is for Taiwan’s return to the “motherland” (zuguo).46 The 
PRC (and notionally Taiwan’s Kuomintang party) consider Taiwan and the Tai-
wanese to be part of the “Chinese nation” (Zhonghua minzu), awaiting reunifica-
tion into one Chinese state, for Beijing this being the PRC. However, faced with 
a DPP administrations leaning toward Taiwanese independence, the PRC has 
steadily sought to restrict Taiwan’s “international space” (guoji kongjian) and to 
apply increasing economic and military pressure on the island.

On the economic front, the DPP has pulled away from the 2010 Economic 
Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA) signed by the KMT administration 
of Ma Ying-  jeou with the mainland—an agreement that Beijing welcomed and 
the DPP feared as steadily absorbing Taiwan back into the mainland. In contrast, 
the New Southbound Policy (NSP) immediately announced by the incoming 
DPP administration of Tsai Ing-  wen sought to decrease this potential depen-
dence on the mainland. This new policy is specifically aimed at increasing Taiwan’s 
trade and investment in Southeast Asia, Australasia (especially Australia), and 
South Asia (especially India).47 This economic reorientation has been reasonably 
successful.48 However, even as Taiwan has sought increased bilateral trade through 
the NSP, China has successfully blocked Taiwan’s participation in the recently 
concluded Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).49 It remains 
to be seen if Beijing can block Taiwan’s current application to join the CPTPP.50 
On the military front, Taiwan is faced with ever greater military buildup and in-
creasingly regular Chinese military operations and incursions around Taiwan, 
with a full scale blockade carried out in the immediate aftermath of the Pelosi 
visit in August.
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India has particular importance for Taiwan given New Delhi’s economic, po-
litical, and military weight. 51 The NSP complements India’s Act East outreach.52 
A new Bilateral Investment Pact was signed in December 2018, and a fuller FTA 
negotiation between India and Taiwan bodies was commenced in December 
2021. India has though been reluctant to give any political recognition to Taiwan 
or to develop military links. However, in the wake of China–India military con-
frontation along the Himalayas, it is no surprise to find Taiwanese and indeed 
Indian commentators arguing that Taiwan and India have a common enemy in 
China, and for China to warn against such a development.53

Taiwan has sought closer links with Japan, and above all the United States. To 
minimize existing territorial disputes with Tokyo, a Maritime Dialogue was es-
tablished in 2019. Japan’s 2021 Defense White Paper referred to Taiwan for the first 
time as being integral to the peace and security of East Asia. To Taiwan has 
sought greater support from the United States. Under President Donald Trump, 
military supplies to Taiwan were increased and some limited military-  to-  military 
links were reestablished. US Defense Acts have now mandated greater official 
contacts. The US–Taiwan Consultations on Democratic Governance in the Indo- 
 Pacific, when established in September 2019, included the participation of the 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of the US Department of State’s Bureau of Democ-
racy, Human Rights, and Labor. Taiwan has sought closer economic links with 
the United States under President Joe Biden. An Economic Prosperity Partner-
ship Dialogue (EPPD) led by the Department of State was established in 2020; 
the Trade and Investment Framework Agreement (TIFA) led by the US Trade 
Representative was reestablished in June 2021, and a new Technology Trade and 
Investment Collaboration (TTIC) led by the Department of Commerce was es-
tablished in December 2021. Taiwan particularly welcomed Taiwan’s designation 
as one of the United States’ “leading regional partners” in the Indo-  Pacific Strategy 
released by the Biden administration in February 2022—placing Taiwan on par 
with India and Singapore.54

Taiwan has encouraged the United States and Japan to block any Chinese push 
across the Taiwan Strait. US and Japanese leaders for the first time jointly stressed 
the importance of “preserving peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait” in their 
summit meeting in June 2021.55 Likewise, Taiwanese leaders must have been 
pleased the following month to hear Japan’s Deputy Prime Minister, Aso Taro, 
describing any notional attack on Taiwan as an “existential threat” that would re-
quire Japan and the United States to “defend Taiwan together.”56 Taiwan has also 
sought to shape Taiwan–Japan–United States trilateralism, in which the Taiwan–
Japan–US Strategic Dialogue (TJUSSD) serves as a useful input on Japanese and 
US sentiments. While Taiwan sends its ministers and gives presidential welcomes, 
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Japan and the United States have sent ex-  political and ex-  military figures, freed 
from the constraints of political office. TJUSSD has been an important channel 
for enhancing US–Japan coordination to handle any possible Taiwan conflict.57 
The 2021 TJUSSD was particularly pleasing for Taiwan, given the welcoming 
address by Scott Busby, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary at the State Depart-
ment, on closer cyber security cooperation with Taiwan. A further trilateral 
framework is the Global Cooperation and Training Framework (GCTF), 
launched by Taiwan and the United States in 2015, which Japan joined and has 
co-  hosted since 2019. Taiwanese hopes for greater security assistance from the 
Quad have been hampered though by probable Indian reluctance at present.58

Conclusions: Relative Agency, Relative Success

In terms of threat situation, both Singapore and Taiwan have faced the same 
problem, the “strategic desperation” of small islands faced with much larger neigh-
bors who either have been (Malaysia and Indonesia in the case of Singapore) or 
continue to be hostile (China in the case of Taiwan).59 While Taiwan is bigger than 
Singapore in population (23.6 million vs. 5.7 million) and size (35,808 km² vs. 
710 km²), it is also faced with a relatively much bigger neighbor China (1.4 billion 
population and 9,596,960 km² size) than is Singapore faced with either Malaysia 
(32.37 million population and 329,847 km² size, or even Indonesia (273.5 million 
and 1,905 km² size). The waters separating Singapore from Malaysia (the Johore 
Strait) is already crossed by a causeway one km in length, and the waters separating 
Singapore from the Indonesian city of Batam is 22.5 km, but the Taiwan Straits 
separating Taiwan’s main island Taipei from the Mainland China is 1340 km wide 
at its narrowest point. Both Singapore and Taiwan, have followed similar strategies 
of building up their armed forces, a so-  called “porcupine strategy” to deter such 
potential or actual threatening neighbors. Thus, Taiwan has the advantage of much 
greater natural water surround, but the disadvantage of a much more hostile type of 
more powerful neighbor. Singapore’s porcupine strategy has been successful, whereas 
the success of Taiwan’s porcupine strategy remains uncertain in the face of rising 
hostility from an increasingly militarily powerful China.

Locally, regarding its immediate neighbors Malaysia and Indonesia, Singapore 
has maintained full strategic autonomy through various means, including mem-
bership of ASEAN and other wider Indo-  Pacific regional frameworks like the 
ASEAN Regional Forum and the East Asia Summit, an active globalist approach 
which leverages its economic and technological edge, and its strong security rela-
tionship with the US. With China and the US, Singapore’s strategic autonomy 
has also been successful given its combination of economic cooperation with 
China but security cooperation with the United States. Neither Beijing nor 
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Washington can leverage Singapore, precisely because of the presence of the other. 
Given that neither major power is directly threatening Singapore, the small island 
city-  state can reach out to both states and maximize its strategic autonomy. This 
was the context for Singapore Foreign Affairs Minister to judge that “for Singa-
pore and our foreign policy, the existential imperative that Mr Lee Kuan Yew has 
always emphasized to us is relevance”—i.e. relevance for helping US security pro-
jection, and relevance for helping China‘s economic modernization—but in which 
“we will be useful, but we will not be made used of.”60 Singapore’s relationship 
with India provides a further strengthening of Singaporean strategic autonomy 
vis-  à-  vis the US and China.

Taiwan, however, does not have such luxuries. Unlike Singapore, Taiwan faces an 
immediate existential threat from a nearby Great Power—China. Taipei operates 
from a position of relative disadvantage regionally, when compared to Singapore’s 
position of maneuverability. The PRC’s increasing pressure on Taiwan, Taiwan’s 
deteriorating military balance vis-  à-  vis the PRC, and the diminishing of Taiwan’s 
international space combine to render Taiwan’s strategic autonomy as highly cir-
cumscribed. After all, Taiwan depends on US military assistance in the event of any 
Chinese invasion, a nightmare situation that Taiwan faces. This has led Taipei to 
look for external allies in a way that Singapore need not emulate. However, the 
highly charged issue of Taiwanese independence makes external help circum-
scribed—as is the case with Singapore and indeed also India. Nevertheless, Taiwan 
has managed to circumvent the erosion of diplomatic support in the Pacific Basin 
through cultivating its role in the Austronesian Forum, has enjoyed some greater 
traction with Japan, and has achieved solid reinforcement of political and military 
support from the United States. Taiwan has also attracted greater European politi-
cal support. In the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine that had tacit Chinese 
support, Taiwan is though naturally deeply concerned at present about a similar 
Chinese attack on the island. This concern is fueled by Xi Jinping’s much more as-
sertive projection of Chinese military power in the region, which was most visibly 
on show in the Taiwan Strait in the aftermath of the Pelosi visit. µ
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Abstract

An analysis of the politics of the Pacific Island Countries (PIC) calls into question the 
United States’ grand strategy for dominance across the Pacific Ocean. The United States 
is clearly losing influence, and access to the Pacific Islands region is no longer guaranteed. 
This article examines recent developments in the island nation of Kiribati within the 
context of strategic competition between the United States and the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC). Increasing economic and political alignment between Kiribati and the 
PRC indicates a loss of US and Western influence. If the PRC can succeed in gaining 
political allies in places such as Kiribati, then it may be able to succeed with other PICs 
to create pockets of increased risk to the United States’ ability to project military power 
across the Pacific.

***

In May 2021, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and the Pacific island 
nation of Kiribati partnered to rebuild a World War II–era runway on Kanton 
Island, 3,000 km southwest of Hawai’i.1 Ostensibly for peaceful commercial 

purposes, the move sparked fear in analysts of a PRC military base with a com-
manding position in the middle of the Pacific from which the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) could threaten the United States, Australia, and New Zealand with 
ballistic missiles.2 Although such a move would have significant strategic implica-
tions, other analysts consider it a remote possibility and conclude the PRC prob-
ably has more practical designs for the islands, including access to fishing areas 
and tourism.3 Despite Beijing’s ultimate strategic intentions being unclear, the 
PRC’s activity is consistent with a strategy of enlarging the country’s geopolitical 
boundaries as far east into the Pacific Ocean as possible, a so-  called Island Chain 
Strategy.4 The PRC’s growing influence among the Pacific nations is evident. 
Kiribati and the Solomon Islands severed diplomatic ties with Taiwan in favor of 
the PRC in September 2019, and the Chinese embassy in Kiribati reopened in 
May 2020.5 If the number of countries that recognize Taiwan is any sort of score-
card, it shows the growing dominance of China, as a mere 14 small countries still 
recognize Taiwan, four of which are located in the Pacific Islands.6 Although the 
United States is primarily concerned with strategic competition with China and 
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Russia, in aggregate the Pacific Island Countries (PIC) say they are more con-
cerned with climate change and look to leverage relationships with all of the re-
gional powers for assistance, including the United States, China, Australia, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom, and France.7 The concerns of the great powers and 
those of the PICs do not have to be mutually exclusive. In fact, strategic competi-
tion makes finding common ground between the West and the PICs even more 
pressing, else the PRC finds a way to contest the free and open Indo-  Pacific.

One of the key questions in studies of US grand strategy is where to draw the 
line of our security perimeter.8 From a political science perspective, offensive real-
ists would draw the line in the Pacific Ocean at the so-  called First Island Chain, 
or the chain of islands stretching southward from Japan through the Philippines 
to Indonesia. Defensive realists would say only sovereign territory counts; there-
fore, Alaska, Guam, and Hawai’i are the farthest west that the United States 
should be ardent about. These considerations all assume, however, that the United 
States gets to decide. Our adversaries obviously possess the ability to act in their 
perceived interests, and in many ways, the PRC is pushing back our physical de-
fensive perimeter to the Third Island Chain, the chain of islands stretching from 
Alaska through Hawai’i south to New Zealand. With the inking of the infra-
structure deal for Kanton Island Airport, the United States and its regional part-
ners should be very worried that the front lines of strategic competition with the 
PRC are now in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.

The United States considers Taiwan an important international partner and seeks 
to preserve democracy in Taiwan while allowing the PRC and Taiwan to peacefully 
settle their political differences.9 If the PRC attempts to forcibly conclude the issue, 
the United States is likely to attempt to aid Taiwan in repelling the invasion through 
the use of overwhelming military force, primarily via air and sea power augmented 
with the other war-  fighting domains.10 The PRC’s integrated air defense system has 
advanced in capability over recent decades to the point where the PLA can credibly 
contest US air superiority for several hundred kilometers off China’s eastern coast 
as well as credibly threaten the sanctity of US military bases in Guam, Japan, the 
Philippines, and South Korea. The United States and its international partners have 
so far concentrated on defeating the PLA defenses with their own advanced tech-
nologies and organizational innovations such as adaptive basing, strategies eerily 
reminiscent of the island-  hopping campaigns of World War II. In total, the US 
government’s grand strategy in the Pacific has primarily focused on deterring and 
countering PRC aggression as far westward in the Pacific as possible. With the 
emerging partnership with Kiribati and other Pacific Island nations, however, China 
has turned geopolitics in the Pacific Ocean on its head, and if the United States does 
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not aggressively move in opposition, the PRC may soon have a military base of 
operations in the Western Hemisphere.

As mentioned earlier, it is not clear that military basing in the Pacific Islands is 
the PRC’s immediate intent, but the United States should not doubt that the PRC 
would seize the opportunity if given a chance. To gain and maintain influence with 
the PICs, the United States and its international partners must work to coopera-
tively engage the island nations to address their needs, rather than selfishly engulf-
ing them in concerns of strategic competition. The recent developments in the island 
nation of Kiribati are an important microcosm of the broader political intricacies of 
the PICs, which also include the Cook Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia 
(FSM), Fiji, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, the Republic of Marshall Is-
lands (RMI), Samoa, the Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, and Vanuatu. The main 
area of concern in this article is the geographic area covered by the economic exclu-
sion zones (EEZ) of the PICs. For reference, figure 1 shows a product released by 
the Australian government of the EEZs of the members of the Pacific Islands Fo-
rum, which includes Australia and New Zealand.

Figure 1. Pacific Islands Forum countries exclusive economic zones, including 14 PICs11

While the geographic region described above confines the physical concerns, 
the discussion must also incorporate out-  of-  region influences, mainly the United 
States and the PRC, but also Australia, New Zealand, and Japan. The political 
realities of this region are complex with many overlapping and sometimes com-
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peting interests. While sea levels continue to rise, PICs can sometimes feel trapped 
in the middle of the US–PRC transpacific bickering but are taking advantage of 
opportunities to turn the strategic competition to their advantage.

The argument in this article starts from the strategic context and links the inter-
ests of the United States with those of smaller nations such as Kiribati to find 
win-  win solutions that ultimately serve to help the United States prevail in strategic 
competition with the PRC. The international relations of the PICs are best reviewed 
within the global strategic context of competition between the United States and 
the PRC, the locally existential threat of climate change, and the current global 
challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic. Under the umbrella of activities such as the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the PRC has embarked on a global influence cam-
paign aimed at creating economic benefit, alienating Taiwan from the global com-
munity, and opportunistically projecting military power. Within the current context, 
the grand strategic intentions of both the United States and the PRC overlap in the 
PICs, where both great powers lobby to cultivate influence.

The United States and the PRC are making influence efforts with countries 
throughout the Pacific Ocean, and the PICs represent opportunities for the PRC to 
gain economic partners while diminishing US influence. While the United States 
and PRC jockey for position, however, the politics of the region are changing. In the 
wake of post–World War II decolonization, some of the island nations are asserting 
their independence from the former colonial powers while the PRC is attempting 
to woo them into Beijing’s sphere of influence. Kiribati is but one example of a PIC 
willing to negotiate deals with the PRC to gain foreign aid funds while conceding 
diplomatic recognition of Taiwan. Although not a guaranteed future, these deals 
open the door to a PLA presence in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Despite offi-
cial denials of intentions to create a military presence in Kiribati, a change in the 
situation in the coming years may provide the PRC the opportunity it needs to 
expand its global footprint—just as it did in Djibouti.12

An analysis of the politics of the PICs calls into question the United States’ grand 
strategy for dominance across the Pacific Ocean. The United States is clearly losing 
influence, and as time advances, regaining influence will become a monumental 
task. Access to the geography of the PICs is no longer guaranteed and if the PRC 
succeeds in establishing a military presence in the region, the risk calculus for the 
United States and its international partners will need to shift from forward power 
projection to the defense of the homeland. The sanctity of the US mainland, inso-
much as it existed to this point, is rapidly disappearing, and the US populace will 
begin to feel systemic fear in ways it has not had to consider since the depths of the 
Cold War. As much as the United States is working to contain PRC aggression, 
Beijing is working to undermine the United States’ influence. The PRC is engaged 
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in true whole-  of-  government political warfare, an all-  the-  time activity that erodes 
the United States’ power, evident in ceding geography and the shrinking of the US 
buffer zone. PRC success in places such as Kiribati creates pockets of limited access 
for US power projection across the Pacific, like holes in Swiss cheese. Once the 
holes in the cheese line up, this may become the tipping point at which power 
projection becomes an unacceptable risk.

The Strategic Context

As described by economists and military strategists alike, the PRC is an economic 
power competing with the United States for global supremacy.13 The PRC has al-
ready surpassed the United States as the top economy in the world when measured 
in purchasing power parity, and while the United States still leads the world politi-
cally, militarily, and culturally, our relative power advantage is declining.14 According 
to some realist scholars, the shifting global power distribution naturally leads to a 
state of conflict between the competing great powers.15 Under President Xi Jin-
ping’s leadership, the PRC is aggressively attempting to revise the international 
order from one with American characteristics to one with Chinese characteristics 
using all forms of national power.16 The PRC leverages its status as a significant 
trading partner for many countries to gain political concessions on issues such as 
human rights and Taiwanese independence, while using programs such as the Belt 
and Road Initiative to physically entrench itself into the politics of developing na-
tions. While evidence of this abounds in the PRC’s near abroad, Beijing’s political 
ambitions increasingly encroach on the American sphere of influence—thus a de-
fining feature of the PRC’s attempt to create an international order with Chinese 
characteristics is economic influence leveraged into political advantage.17

The PRC uses several economic tools to support its political efforts. To begin 
with, the PRC uses trade relations and the attractiveness of the huge Chinese 
domestic market to hold organizations accountable to Beijing’s political views.18 
In a similar fashion, acceptance of PRC development funds is often coupled to 
political issues such as reunification with Taiwan.19 Finally, the PRC is using eco-
nomic power to expand political influence into areas typically seen as American 
dominated, raising the risk of great-  power conflict in the Western Hemisphere.

The national use of economic power for political ends is not a new tactic, but the 
sheer size of the PRC’s import and export markets means that when Beijing decides 
to retaliate against organizations with views contrary to those of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, the consequences can be in the millions to billions of dollars. The 
PRC’s status as the largest trading partner of more than 120 countries gives it tre-
mendous leverage to demand political concessions, particularly since it surpassed 
the United States in 2012 as the “world’s largest trading economy.”20 For example, 
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in 2010, the PRC ceased imports of Norwegian salmon as retaliation for the award 
of the Nobel Peace Prize to Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo, and just last year the 
PRC attempted to bully Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-  wen by banning imports of 
Taiwanese pineapples.21 Additionally, in 2019, after a general manager in the US 
National Basketball Association (NBA) publicly supported prodemocracy protests 
in Hong Kong, Chinese Communist Party officials suspended NBA broadcasts in 
China for a year.22 The corporate leadership of the NBA, seeking broadcast access 
to the financially lucrative domestic market of 1.4 billion Chinese citizens, fumbled 
through the response to the incident and immediately attempted to distance them-
selves from the general manager’s perceived inappropriate comment.23

Beyond retaliation for disagreeing with Chinese politics, the PRC often links 
development projects to political alignment. In his pursuit of a revised interna-
tional order with Chinese characteristics, Xi Jinping initiated the BRI to extend 
the PRC’s economic and political reach across Eurasia, with ambitions also in 
Africa and across the Pacific Ocean.24 These development activities in lower- 
income nations include port leases in Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Pakistan, an airport 
in Kiribati, and a military base in Djibouti.25 In the case of Kiribati, the 2021 
agreement to upgrade the airport on Kanton Island came after the election of 
pro-  China President Taneti Maamau and the switch of Kiribati’s diplomatic rec-
ognition from Taiwan to the PRC.26

In fact, Kiribati’s actions are part of a larger trend of the PRC chipping away at 
the remaining vestiges of Taiwan’s international political legitimacy. Following a 
brief respite during the presidency of Ma Ying-  Jeou, the PRC resumed its cam-
paign to eliminate Taiwan’s formal diplomatic ties after Tsai Ing-  wen took of-
fice.27 The number of countries with formal diplomatic ties to Taiwan has been in 
steady decline since 1990. Many of the recent defectors from Taipei to Beijing are 
small countries like Kiribati who depend on foreign aid to keep their struggling 
economies afloat, which of course the PRC exploits to their advantage. For in-
stance, in 2016, São Tomé and Principe, a low-  income West African nation, as-
sumed diplomatic relations with Beijing when Taipei denied a request for aid.28 
Similarly, shortly after the Solomon Islands swapped diplomatic relations from 
Taiwan to the PRC in 2019, their prime minister, Manasseh Sogavare, signed five 
agreements with the PRC, including a multi-  million-  dollar BRI project.29

Beijing’s increasing political influence, underpinned by economic power, is en-
croaching on the traditional American sphere of influence. The BRI’s tendrils 
extend from West Africa all the way to the South Pacific and even onto the North 
American continent. Following the establishment of formal diplomatic relations 
between the PRC and Nicaragua in 2021, the two countries signed a “memoran-
dum of understanding under the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative.”30 
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Although the PRC maintains only one genuine overseas military base in Djibouti, 
places such as Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and Equatorial Guinea are at risk of becoming 
future People’s Liberation Army bases due to financial instability.31 BRI and BRI- 
 type activity has also opened the door to PLA bases in Fiji, Samoa, the Solomon 
Islands, and Vanuatu.32 The airport infrastructure deal in Kiribati is especially 
worrisome because the island is only 3,000 km from Honolulu, well within range 
of a Chinese medium-  range ballistic missile attack.33 PRC success in emplacing 
battlements throughout the Pacific Ocean region between the First and Third 
Island Chains will severely dampen the United States’ military freedom of ma-
neuver in an already risky defense of Taiwan scenario.34 A PLA base in Central 
America would be even more disastrous, akin to the Cuban missile crisis of the 
1960s. Thus far, aside from Djibouti, the countries the PRC is partnering with 
have been as adamant as the president of Kiribati in denying any intention to host 
a PLA base.35 In the future, however, these economically vulnerable countries 
may not have a choice but to concede to PRC demands if some unforeseen crisis 
eliminates their ability to negotiate and forces them to accept a PLA presence.

Thankfully, Djibouti remains the only overseas location of a PRC military base, 
and the PRC has thus far only been able to make political gains with countries in 
the developing world vulnerable to the PRC’s economic influence. Economic 
power begets political power, however, and the PRC’s rise to surpass the United 
States in one economic measure with continued growth in the others indicates 
that Beijing’s power will continue to grow correspondingly. As the PRC wields its 
economic influence for political gain more effectively and with more powerful 
nations, these interactions will define the future of international relations.

On the ground within the PICs, however, strategic competition between the 
United States and the PRC provides island leaders an opportunity to thwart the 
locally existential threat of climate change. The effects of climate change include 
“sea level rise, increasing frequency and intensity of droughts and storms, ocean 
acidification and consequent damage to coral reefs and fisheries.”36 Much of the 
PICs’ land area are low lying atolls rising a scant few feet above sea level making 
them highly susceptible to sea level change.37 The PICs have responded to sea level 
rise in various costly ways. In 2014, the government of Kiribati purchased land in 
Fiji as a form of insurance as somewhere to go if sea level rise forces migration, and 
the Kiribati people constantly have to battle nature as their environment rapidly 
changes.38 Many of Tuvalu’s residents are already moving to New Zealand, and the 
former prime minister of Tuvalu called for restitutions from the international com-
munity that accelerated climate change in the first place.39 The major powers in the 
region have responded with aid to the PICs because they know a failure to contrib-
ute will lose them an opportunity for influence.40 Done right, climate change aid 
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helps create influence with a region that collectively ranks among the world’s poor-
est countries. Done poorly, however, the United States will lose the region to other 
geopolitical influences willing to outspend and outwork it.

Another important factor in the strategic context is the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Although in the United States the COVID-19 pandemic appears to be transi-
tioning to an endemic phase, for countries such as Kiribati, the effects of the 
pandemic are only just beginning. Kiribati managed to minimize the spread of 
COVID-19 by enacting strict border closures and quarantine requirements in 
March 2020.41 During the Omicron surge of December 2021 to February 2022, 
however, Kiribati reopened its borders and started experiencing the full brunt of 
the pandemic.42 Many countries have been stepping up to help the resource -
starved countries, including the United States.43

Competing Geopolitical Strategies

While the evidence presented gives an indication of the PRC’s activities for the 
Pacific Islands, Beijing’s specific strategic aims remain obscured. Based on the 
current evidence, several potential outcomes exist. First, Beijing’s economic influ-
ence succeeds in eliminating the last vestiges of international political legitimacy 
for Taiwan. Just 14 countries still hold formal diplomatic ties with Taipei, four of 
which are PICs and targets for geopolitical competition. Second, Beijing uses its 
ties with select PICs to expand its defensive buffer with the United States. While 
Taiwan is still the primary concern in this scenario, the intent of the PRC’s influ-
ence is to expand military access out to the Third Island Chain while bypassing 
the necessity for basing on the western side of the First and Second Island Chains. 
As a form of geopolitical maneuver warfare, this has the potential to encircle US 
basing in the western Pacific and simultaneously place threats within easy reach 
of the United States’ strategic stronghold in Hawai’i. Third, agreements between 
the PRC and select PICs grants Beijing de facto control over fisheries, deep sea 
mining areas, and trade routes placing them in a “tribute state” relationship to the 
PRC.44 Of the three scenarios, only the second involves direct, zero-  sum compe-
tition with the United States, but any move by Beijing in the Pacific Islands is 
likely to be perceived by the United States as a challenge to its hegemony.

The PRC will likely act opportunistically in pursuit of all three possible out-
comes. Reunification with Taiwan remains a clear political objective for the PRC, 
one which President Xi makes mention of frequently. Despite the rhetoric, Bei-
jing would be completely irrational to pass up a chance to settle the dispute peace-
fully if an opportunity presented itself. If reunification must be accomplished 
forcefully, then the United States is expected to intervene and use some combina-
tion of bases throughout the PICs to project military power when the forward 
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bases in the First Island Chain become unusable. Through a combination of eco-
nomic ties, political influence, and military might, if the PRC creates restrictions 
against access to geography in the PICs, the risk to the forces of the United States 
and its international partners can be increased to unacceptable levels.

The Biden administration’s apparent focus is on the Indo-  Pacific, having re-
leased the Indo-  Pacific Strategy of the United States in advance of the publication of 
a formal national security strategy.45 The PICs hold a place of import in the Biden 
administration’s Pacific strategy with announcements to “meaningfully expand 
our diplomatic presence” in a previously neglected region on the front lines of the 
battle against climate change.46 Regional engagement will be the way the United 
States resists the expanding PRC influence with the PICs. The US Indo-  Pacific 
strategy may indicate to Beijing a willingness to cede ground that has already 
been taken, however. No PIC is specifically mentioned within the strategy, and 
while the document calls out the Compacts of Free Association (COFA) with the 
Freely Associated States (FAS), these are existing arrangements up for renegotia-
tion in the next couple of years with no guarantee of renewal.47 The Pacific Islands 
Forum (PIF) is also specifically discussed, but no mention is made of leveraging 
the organization to beneficially tie the members to the West since Australia and 
New Zealand are the major power anchors within the group. Perhaps this is too 
specific for such a high-  level document, but given the recent turmoil with coun-
tries such as Kiribati, the Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu, failing to mention non-
traditional partners gives the impression of neglect, may signal to Beijing an 
opening for stronger political connection, and may also signal to those countries 
that they need to rely on the PRC for their foreign aid.

Decolonization

The lack of nuance in the United States’ approach to the PICs, at least in the 
high-  level documents and US organizations that deal with the region, reflects a 
lack of understanding of the region’s complexity. The history of the PICs is a study 
in strategic competition, and historical highlights can contribute to additional 
contextual understanding of the region.

European explorers such as Ferdinand Magellan have been in contact with the 
cultures of the Pacific Islands since the 1500s.48 Captain James Cook made fur-
ther contact with the Pacific Islands cultures in the 1760s and 1770s.49 British 
colonization followed about a decade later, and then a smattering of European 
empires claimed territory over the next century and a half.50 Following the defeat 
of the Japanese Empire in World War II, a trend of decolonization slowly spread 
throughout the Pacific Ocean that continues to the present day.51
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During the Cold War the United States held dominance in the Pacific Islands 
region along with a few other colonial powers that still held territory in the re-
gion. Colonial influences still dominate. The United States holds territory in 
American Samoa, Baker Island, Guam, Howland Island, Jarvis Island, Johnston 
Atoll, Kingman Reef, Midway Atoll, the Northern Mariana Islands, and Palmyra 
Atoll.52 The United Kingdom holds territories in the Pitcairn, Henderson, Ducie, 
and Oeno Islands.53 France holds French Polynesia, New Caledonia, and Wallis 
and Futuna.54 These are legitimate sovereign lands of the nations. As former Brit-
ish colonies, however, many of the PICs are still ideologically aligned through the 
Commonwealth with ties to the British monarchy. Australia and New Zealand 
are the most notable member countries of the Commonwealth who grew to be 
powers with regional influence on par with that of the United States. Fiji, Kiribati, 
Malaysia, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, the Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tu-
valu, and Vanuatu are also Commonwealth members.55 Nine of the 14 PICs pres-
ent themselves as ideologically aligned with major Western powers and are gener-
ally democratic in nature. In addition, although Japan is no longer an empire, 
Tokyo still influences the region through its economic and political ties. Taiwan 
also maintains economic and diplomatic relations, struggling to keep formal ties 
with the remaining four PICs that recognize its sovereignty: Nauru, Palau, the 
RMI, and Tuvalu.56

The politics of the region are changing. The FSM, Palau, and the RMI are up 
for renegotiation of the COFAs with the United States in 2023 and 2024. The 
COFAs are US bilateral treaty agreements with the FSM, Palau, and the RMI 
giving the United States exclusive military basing rights. In return, the countries 
receive US funding and territory-  like migration privileges to and from the United 
States. It is highly likely that the FAS will renew the COFAs in 2023 and 2024, 
but the PRC can spoil the negotiations with economic incentives. Keeping in 
mind the strategic significance of the FAS in Pacific Ocean geopolitics, the coun-
tries are in a high-  leverage position to extract larger concessions from Washing-
ton, else the United States opens the door for PRC influence.

The main international organization within the PICs, the PIF, is also changing. 
Kiribati and Nauru joined the FSM, Palau, and the RMI in initiating a departure 
from the PIF due to a disagreement about the power-  sharing arrangement within 
the PIF.57 Australia and New Zealand both anchor the PIF as the countries with 
the largest resources, but within the PIF, each state gets one vote in a similar ar-
rangement to the UN.58 The threatened defection of the FSM, Kiribati, Nauru, 
Palau, and the RMI from the PIF show the PICs attempting to demonstrate in-
dependence away from the influence of the former colonial powers. It also dem-
onstrates instability in the type of multilateral institutions the United States 
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champions and further opens the door to the bilateral relationships that the PRC 
favors. If Beijing can also incentivize the RMI and Palau to give up formal diplo-
matic relations with Taipei, the PRC can simultaneously diminish US and Tai-
wanese influence.

Kiribati

In 1942, the Gilbert Islands became the site of Operation Galvanic, the first 
major operation in ADM Chester Nimitz’s Central Pacific campaign to penetrate 
the Japanese antiaccess/area-  denial defensive perimeter that stretched all the way 
to the middle of the Pacific Ocean. The strategic importance of the Gilbert Is-
lands remains despite a change in ownership. The Gilbert Islands currently belong 
to Kiribati, an island nation straddling all four global hemispheres along the equa-
tor and the international date line.59 For a geographic overview, Kiribati’s land 
area is tiny, totaling a mere 811 square kilometers, a third the size of the US state 
of Rhode Island.60 According to international law, however, Kiribati commands 
an economic exclusion zone of 3.5 million square kilometers, or an area similar to 
the size of India.61 Kiribati’s access to prime fishing areas in the middle of the 
Pacific Ocean as well as access to resources along the seabed is vital for the eco-
nomic survival of the otherwise resource-  starved country of 119,000 people.62

The lack of resources drives a dependence on imports and foreign aid. The PRC 
is Kiribati’s largest trading partner and provides a myriad of goods that the island 
nation needs to function, from fishing ships to rice.63 In this way, Kiribati is not 
unlike other nations in that a significant portion of the country’s imports pass 
through or are produced in China. Kiribati is also considered a member of the 
Global South as the world’s 14th least-  developed country and accepted a total of 
$71.69 million of foreign aid in 2019, 37 percent of Kiribati’s gross domestic 
product (GDP).64 Per capita GDP was a mere $1,614 in 2019 and grew at less 
than 1 percent from 2019 to 2020.65

A presidential republic, Kiribati’s current pro-  China president was reelected in 
2020 for his second four-  year term.66 President Taneti Maamau’s time in office 
since 2016 has been a series of key events in Kiribati’s changing alignment from 
the West to the PRC. In 2019, Kiribati swapped recognition of Taiwan to the 
PRC, and in 2020 a Chinese embassy opened in the islands.67 Also in 2020, 
shortly after making a state visit to Beijing and sitting down with President Xi, 
President Maamau signed a BRI Memorandum of Understanding committing 
Kiribati to economic cooperation with the PRC.68

2021 was another eventful year for Kiribati. While the rest of the world was 
struggling through the second year of the pandemic, Kiribati inked an agreement 
with the PRC to upgrade Kanton Island Airport, originally built by the United 



Strategic Competition in the Pacific

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  NOVEMBER-DECEMBER 2022  111

States during World War II.69 Finally, just prior to the end of the year, Kiribati 
opened a key maritime reserve to China for fishing, punctuating the growing 
friendly relationship between the countries.70

The deals with China for the airport infrastructure project and the access to fisher-
ies show that rather than merely being a pawn in the geopolitical games of the 
Global North, Kiribati is willing to deal with anyone who shows up with an open 
wallet. Although the relationship currently seems to favor Kiribati, the PRC gains 
access to fisheries, a tourism destination, and another ally in the campaign to politi-
cally isolate Taiwan from the rest of the international community. From a certain 
perspective, the alignment between Tarawa and Beijing seems to provide an opening 
for PLA force projection in a geographically central position in the Pacific Ocean. 
Not only is Kanton Island Airport just 3,000 kilometers southwest of Hawai’i, but it 
also sits along key transpacific trade routes and lines of communication.71

Like many PICs that have partnered with the PRC, Kiribati has emphatically 
denied any possibility of allowing a PLA base.72 The PRC has also thus refrained 
from even hinting at a military expansion further east into the Pacific, but it can 
be assumed that Beijing recognizes the strategic importance of creating footholds 
throughout the region, particularly as the PLA transitions from primarily a 
homeland defense force to a maritime force capable of competing with the United 
States for supremacy in the Pacific. A PLA base in Kiribati would provide several 
benefits. First, from parts of Kiribati, current PLA missile systems can threaten 
US forces in Hawai’i as well as the lands of key US partners Australia and New 
Zealand. Second, political alignment between Tawara and Beijing could prevent 
basing and overflight access, frustrating US plans to use an adaptive basing 
strategy in the defense of Taiwan against a PRC invasion. Third, a base in Kiribati 
combined with other battlements throughout the region could contribute to an 
extension of the PLA’s integrated air defense system east past the Second Island 
Chain toward the Third Island Chain.

As mentioned, the militarization of any of the PICs seems unlikely for the 
foreseeable future. Caution is warranted, however, because the PLA base in Dji-
bouti was also not originally designed into the PRC’s grand strategy but rather 
emerged as the opportunity and need presented itself.73 Situated along the Bab 
el-  Mandeb on the southeastern end of the Red Sea opposite the Suez Canal, 
Djibouti is located next to a chokepoint for global commerce. Many countries 
have poured money into the relatively poor African nation over the years, particu-
larly in the twenty-  first century in conjunction with the US military’s Global War 
on Terror campaigns. As the foreign presence matured, so too did Djibouti’s in-
frastructure, which subsequently allowed the country to accommodate further 
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development. Aside from the United States and the PRC, Japan, Germany, 
France, Italy, Spain, and Saudi Arabia have a presence in Djibouti.

Although the PRC and Djibouti established diplomatic relations in 1979, the 
PLA’s presence in Africa did not begin until 2008 as part of an experiment to 
involve the PLA Navy (PLAN) in UN counterpiracy operations in the Gulf of 
Aden.74 As the PLAN’s confidence grew, so did its need for a base of operations 
in the region to increase its effectiveness, thus the PLA followed Japan’s 2011 
example of securing a maritime presence by way of Djibouti.75 A commercial 
port, opened in 2012, was joined in 2017 by an ambitious military port, the PRC’s 
first overseas military outpost.76

The government of Djibouti saw its country as an African version of Singapore 
with a preponderance of its wealth coming from international trade. Spurred on 
by foreign interest and investment resulting from the ongoing security and coun-
terterrorism operations, President Ismail Omar Guelleh embarked on a long- 
term effort to modernize Djibouti’s economy in partnership with foreign enti-
ties.77 Subsequent to Xi Jinping’s BRI, Guelleh unveiled “Djibouti 2035,” a 
coordinated long-  term development plan to turn Djibouti into “the Lighthouse 
of the Red Sea: a Commercial and Logistic Hub in Africa.”78 This modernization 
effort provided the PRC the opportunity it needed to partner with Djibouti and 
gain its first overseas military base.79

The PRC succeeded in obtaining an overseas military base not through some 
long-  term scheme that it patiently cultivated over decades. Rather, the PRC was 
able to make a deal with the government of Djibouti at a time when Djibouti 
needed investors. The US-  led military build-  up in Djibouti led to other foreign 
governments taking a stake in commercial and military operations there as well.80 
This infusion of capital led President Guelleh to envision a revitalized Djibouti 
using the Singapore model, which further opened the country up to foreign in-
vestment. The PRC was inspired by an East Asian neighbor to permanently proj-
ect force via an overseas military base simultaneous to Xi Jinping’s BRI launch, 
and Guelleh launched Djibouti 2035 to take advantage of BRI funding. The com-
mercial port led to an adjacent military logistics base, and in hindsight it is appar-
ent that the PRC made a series of opportunistic decisions to develop the first of 
possibly many overseas PLA bases.

Again, the creation of a PLA base in Kiribati has not been announced and both 
Beijing and Tarawa emphatically deny any plans for the militarization of the is-
lands. A lot can change in ten years, however, and in 2011 there were no plans for 
a PLA base in Djibouti. Many Western analysts fear that PLA bases could also 
one day appear somewhere in the increasingly-  aligned-  with-  Beijing PICs, and 
given the disastrous strategic implications, they are right to worry.
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Conclusion

The defining feature of strategic competition between the United States and 
the PRC is the struggle for economic spheres of influence leveraged into political 
advantage. Under the umbrella of the BRI, the PRC is expanding its influence 
eastward across the Pacific Ocean encroaching upon the US sphere and raising 
fears of increased threat to US states and sovereign territories. The United States 
and its allies and partners are clearly losing influence with the PICs, but merely 
having goals such as “strengthening relationships,” “seek[ing] to be an indispens-
able partner,” and “partner[ing] to build resilience” are inadequate.81 More specific 
actions are needed.

Renewing the US COFAs with the FSM, Palau, and the RMI is an important 
first step. Yes, the smaller countries are in a strong negotiating position to exact a 
hefty price, but the alternative to COFA renewal is to push the countries further 
into the PRC’s sphere of influence and cede a geostrategic position. Failure to 
renew the COFAs may also result in the RMI and Palau switching diplomatic 
recognition from Taiwan to the PRC as the loss of US financial support will force 
an economic partnership elsewhere.

More broadly, the PICs do not want to be pawns in the strategic competition 
between the United States and the PRC, but rather are looking to leverage their 
position to gain outside assistance to combat the existential threat of climate 
change. The United States needs to interact with the PICs in such a way that 
recognizes their need on the front lines of climate change and welcomes their 
partnership in maintaining a “Free and Open Indo-  Pacific.”82 Moreover, like 
Kiribati, the PICs can be considered part of the Global South, and the West 
needs to cultivate rapport to break the narrative that the PRC has more in com-
mon with the PICs than the West. Acknowledging the history of Western colo-
nialism and building toward a common future based on shared values will help to 
keep the PICs ideologically aligned where purely economic interests may not.

A speaker at the Air War College noted that the PRC’s transactional form of 
economic diplomacy often fails to produce long-  term results and countries are 
increasingly wary of Beijing’s coercive diplomatic tactics.83 Kiribati’s emerging 
partnership with the PRC suggests this conclusion may be premature, and the 
United States must acknowledge its trailing position in the Pacific and work hard 
to reverse its decline in influence first by understanding Kiribati’s concerns and 
addressing those concerns over long horizons. If the United States is to “meaning-
fully expand our diplomatic presence” in the Pacific Islands as the Indo-  Pacific 
strategy states, then an important step in building a relationship with Kiribati is 
to open an embassy in Tarawa.84 Relationships are the key to lasting influence, 
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and although they can be built over distance via electronic means, true person-  to- 
 person connection requires meeting face-  to-  face on a continual basis. The rela-
tionship with the Government of Kiribati needs to be nurtured with the kind of 
care and attention that cannot be given from 1,300 miles away in Fiji.85 As an 
early step in a long-  term Indo-  Pacific strategy, an embassy in Tarawa would 
meaningfully demonstrate to not only the I-  Kiribati but the rest of the world that 
the PICs matter and the United States is prepared to put their concerns first.86

Actions beyond relationship-  building are necessary to supplant PRC influence in 
Kiribati and a US Embassy in Tarawa can act as a conduit for coordinated US action 
behind I-  Kiribati leadership.87 To start, President Maamau’s 20-year development 
vision focuses on creating prosperity for I-  Kiribati despite the obvious societal chal-
lenges.88 In this vision, climate change is both a threat and an opportunity because 
although sea level rise will inevitably drown the islands, the I-  Kiribati can rise to the 
occasion to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. By supporting Maamau’s 
vision of developing an educated workforce, building a climate change resilient in-
frastructure, and creating economic prosperity in an area of the world long ne-
glected, the United States can empower the Kiribati government to take command 
of its future.89 Most importantly for the United States, though, is to exercise pa-
tience and support I-  Kiribati leadership by providing resources, experience, and 
knowledge for as long as it takes to accomplish the mission.

Establishing a COFA with Kiribati is another possible long-  term solution. 
While there are flaws in the existing US COFAs with the FAS, the treaties com-
mit US resources to the island nations over the kind of timelines necessary to turn 
long-  term visions into reality. A COFA with Kiribati is an opportunity to expand 
upon the spirit of mutual respect enshrined in the existing agreements and the 
focus provided by a dedicated US ambassadorial team in Tarawa will be vital to-
ward ensuring a mutually-  beneficial agreement that secures US interests for long- 
 term strategic competition with the PRC.90

What could a US-  Kiribati COFA do that the existing agreements do not? 
First, it could secure exclusive rights to US military basing in the islands in the 
same manner as the COFAs with the FAS. Whereas the 1979 US-  Kiribati Treaty 
of Friendship merely allows the United States to voice its opinion with the Kiri-
bati government on matters of militarization, exclusivity prohibits third-  party 
militaries from establishing basing so long as the first two parties abide by the 
agreement.91 In addition, a COFA opens the door for an expanded US naval 
presence and further US Coast Guard deployments to cover Kiribati’s 3.5 million 
square kilometer EEZ. Building on the existing shiprider program led by the US 
DOD’s Indo-  Pacific Command, maritime enforcement of the South Pacific Tuna 
Treaty supports the sustainable and legal use of Kiribati’s fisheries.92
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To avoid the mistakes of the PRC’s transactional style of diplomacy, a mutually- 
 beneficial COFA would provide the I-  Kiribati American privileges while pre-
serving the sovereignty of the Kiribati state. Most importantly, as the government 
of Kiribati manages climate change in the islands, a COFA immigration provi-
sion would remove impediments against climate-  induced migration in the same 
way it does for the FAS. This shows the United States’ commitment in solving the 
problems created by its legacy of pollution. A US Embassy in Tarawa would pro-
vide a dedicated workforce ready to share the burden of managing the transition 
with the Government of Kiribati over the next several decades, giving options in 
the way Kiribati manages its steadily disappearing territory.

US influence and freedom of maneuver across the Pacific is under challenge. 
The future is uncertain, and it is impossible to know where the PRC will attempt 
to take the opportunity to project its military power. A loss of political influence 
with the PICs does not necessarily equate to the construction of a PLA base, but 
it does create increased risk that may prevent the United States coming to the aid 
of its Indo-  Pacific partners and allies. The loss of credibility that would result 
from such a failure is perhaps the most damaging eventuality that America can-
not afford. µ
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COMMENTARY

Shifting Security Narratives in Oceania
Pacific Island Countries and the “New Pacific Diplomacy”

manon lePrinCe

Abstract

There are two different understandings of security in the Pacific region. While Pacific 
Island countries (PIC) are concerned with nontraditional security threats such as climate 
change, their traditional security partner, Australia, appears to be more concerned about 
the influence on the region of powers external to the Pacific. These two distinct narratives 
underpin various ways of analyzing the security challenges facing the region and under-
standing the interests at stake. This article demonstrates that under the “new Pacific di-
plomacy,” PICs intend to enhance their autonomy and influence in the Pacific region, as 
Australia appears to be out of sync with its island neighbors. Using frame analysis, this 
article seeks to challenge narratives that present PICs as spectators of their future and 
demonstrate that they instead use their climate-  change activism as a strategy not only to 
appear as a unified “sea of islands” but also to question and change existing power rela-
tions between PICs and the rest of the world. To demonstrate how PICs use the new 
Pacific diplomacy to promote their autonomy, influence, and conceptualization of secu-
rity in the Pacific region, three interrelated cases will be analyzed: the promotion of a new 
narrative on the conceptualization of security in the Pacific through the new Pacific di-
plomacy; the use of the Blue Pacific narrative as a strategic tool to challenge the global 
narrative on the islands and to manifest their agency; and the influence of the new Pacific 
diplomacy on the relationship between PICs and Australia.

***

When analyzing security challenges in the Pacific region, we notice two 
different security paradigms. While Pacific Island countries (PIC)1 are 
concerned with nontraditional security threats such as climate change, 

partners such as Australia and the United States appear to be concerned with the 
influence in the region of powers external to the Pacific. These two distinct narra-
tives underpin various ways of analyzing the security challenges facing the region 
and understanding the interests at stake. As Canberra and Washington seem to be 
out of sync with their island neighbors, PICs have been increasingly assertive in 
promoting their interests in regional and global arenas.2

Taking advantage of the changing geopolitical environment, in 2009, the PICs 
devised the “new Pacific diplomacy”—a way for the island states to find their 
voice and assert themselves on the regional and international stages. The new 
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Pacific diplomacy is understood as the third wave of Pacific regionalism.3 This 
approach maintains a people-  centered lens and Pacific control of the regional 
agenda, fosters wider political engagement, and builds and strengthens new and 
existing diplomatic ties. The new Pacific diplomacy is also a response to the fail-
ures of existing regional institutions to address issues such as climate change. For 
example, the Pacific Island Forum (PIF) is seen as one such instance where the 
interests of Australia and New Zealand prevail, to the detriment of the islands’ 
interests, notably on climate diplomacy regarding carbon emissions targets.4

When associated with the issue of climate change, PICs tend to be framed by 
larger neocolonial Western hegemonic narratives. They are portrayed as helpless 
victims whose only solution to survive is to migrate.5 With their fate being redi-
rected from their hands by global narratives, Pacific peoples are presented as spec-
tators of their future rather than actors capable of shaping their fates.6 However, 
the implementation of the new Pacific diplomacy reflects a different reality. PICs 
have agency and can come together—despite their differences—to promote their 
interests on the global stage and shift the balance of power in the Pacific region.7 
These states are also capable of influencing the foreign policy of their two most 
important partners in terms of aid and security: Australia and New Zealand. A 
case in point is the recognition of PICs’ climate diplomacy as a key driver of the 
2015 Paris Agreement, largely thanks to the Marshall Islands, which fostered and 
led a global High Ambition Coalition that secured the Paris Agreement.8 Some 
other successes include unprecedented financial returns from tuna access agree-
ments and the United Nation’s redesignation of French Polynesia as a non-  self- -
governing territory in 2013.9

Recognizing these developments, this article aims to explore the following 
questions: How do the PICs intend to enhance their autonomy and influence in 
the Pacific region under the new Pacific diplomacy, and how are existing power 
relations between the PICs and the rest of the world changing?

An Expanded Concept of Security

The new Pacific diplomacy is perceived as a “paradigm shift” in ideas about the 
organization of Pacific diplomacy and the principles on which it should operate. 
The concept can be defined as “a heightened Pacific voice in global affairs and a 
new commitment to establishing Pacific Island control of this diplomatic process, 
. . . the establishment of new channels and arenas for Pacific diplomacy at the re-
gional and global levels, and new ways of connecting the two levels through active 
use of intermediate diplomatic associations.”10

According to Greg Fry and Sandra Tarte, Pacific diplomacy should be under-
stood as:
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the diplomacy pursued by Pacific states in global forums, or in multilateral arenas 
in which the Pacific bloc is negotiating with just one external power . . . This in-
cludes negotiations within the Pacific group to determine joint positions to be 
taken to global talks. It refers to their engagement in the joint negotiation of such 
matters as trade, sustainable development, climate change, nuclear issues, decolo-
nisation, and fisheries. [It] include[s] the diplomatic activity concerned with es-
tablishing the diplomatic institutions in which regional diplomacy is carried out 
and a Pacific joint position is negotiated. Finally, [are] include[d] . . . the accepted 
principles, norms and practices which underpin regional diplomacy and might be 
usefully described as constituting a regional diplomatic culture.11

Figure 1. Map of cultural areas of the Pacific. (Source: CartoGIS, College of Asia and the 
Pacific, The Australian National University.)

There is no consensus on why regional politics have changed in the Pacific. 
While some contend it is due to the rise of China and the growing interest of 
new external players, others focus on the role of Fiji’s diplomacy following its 
suspension from the PIF in 2009.12 Conversely, another view asserts that the 
new Pacific diplomacy is a response to failures of regional institutions to address 
development issues that directly affect Pacific countries.13 Finally, some com-
mentaries emphasize a desire for greater autonomy.14 Sandra Tarte, an associate 
professor at the University of the South Pacific, contends it is the interaction of 
all the aforementioned forces and discourse of change that caused the new re-
gional dynamic.15 She notably emphasizes the discontent of a growing number 
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of PICs with the established regional order, as well as a desire to assert greater 
control over their future. Consequently, PICs use alternative regional frame-
works to create relations that more closely align with their interests, especially 
on the issue of climate change.16

The PICs perceive climate change as their main security threat.17 Because of 
their geography, most Pacific islands are prone to endure the greatest impacts of 
climate change, which contributes to the degradation of critical ecosystems and, 
thus, in turn affects social and economic systems.18 Vulnerable to environmental 
change due to the lack of flexibility and/or diversity of their economies, the PICs 
will witness increased human mobility and outward migration.19

The necessity to deal with climate change is well emphasized in the new Pacific 
diplomacy through a human security narrative that departs from regional powers’ 
focus on traditional security threats.20 Despite PICs’ heterogeneity in terms of 
histories, identities, cultures, and politics as well as their responses to environmen-
tal challenges and pressures, we witness that all Pacific islanders have deep-  rooted 
cultural and spiritual relationships with land and sea—thus, a common interest to 
protect them. Accordingly, we notice the construction of a strategic narrative 
about a region “united in a common Pacific stance to keep ‘climate change very 
high up on global political agenda’.”21 The narrative of an expanded concept of 
security in the Pacific region is promoted through the Boe Declaration on Re-
gional Security. Endorsed in 2018 by all PIF members, during the 49th Pacific 
Island Forum in Nauru, the Boe Declaration emphasizes climate change and hu-
man security, rather than geopolitical threats. It reflects PICs’ concern with non-
traditional security threats, thus enshrining a new conceptualization of regional 
security that understands human security as its conceptual basis.22 The preamble 
highlights what can be expected from the declaration, with forum leaders recog-
nizing the importance placed on an expanded concept of security inclusive of 
human security, humanitarian assistance, prioritizing environmental security and 
regional cooperation in building resilience to disasters and climate change, in-
cluding through regional cooperation and support as well as recognizing the need 
to strengthen regional security cooperation and collective action through the as-
sertion of Our Will and the voices of Our Pacific Peoples. 23

The emphasis on an expanded concept of security primarily reflects the con-
cerns of Pacific island nations, with priority being given to environmental security 
and regional cooperation to better fight the effects of climate change. Climate 
change is presented as the single greatest threat to the region. To find such a state-
ment in a regional security declaration is both new and significant and reflects a 
desire to redefine security issues in the Pacific to promote PICs’ interests.24 Lead-
ers do acknowledge that “an increasingly complex regional security environment 
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driven by multifaceted security challenges” is leading to “an increasingly crowded 
and complex region.”25 This is, however, not their main priority. Overall, the dec-
laration is a communicative tool through which PICs leaders intend to give de-
termined meaning to the future to achieve their political objectives. It represents 
a significant readjustment of the PIF’s interests to mirror those of its island mem-
ber states as well as a reminder to Australia that PICs do not always share the 
same security preoccupations.26

The Blue Pacific Narrative

Through their commitment to take concrete action on climate change and put 
their agenda on the global stage, Pacific leaders intend to challenge the traditional 
narratives on the islands and their populations. Their agency, resilience, and capacity 
are being denied by these narratives, even though their experiences dealing with 
natural disasters, sudden environmental change, and exchanges between islands 
have provided them with a wide range of approaches to adapt to and mitigate 
against environmental change.27 Pacific leaders seek to foster a new narrative 
whereby their populations are recognized as capable agents who can contribute to 
the development and implementation of much-  needed solutions. As a result, the 
new Pacific diplomacy promotes a narrative that frames Pacific islanders as warriors 
connected through a “sea of islands,” fighting for their survival in their own way.28

Endorsed by the PIF in 2017, the Blue Pacific narrative is a counternarrative to 
traditional conceptions of Pacific regionalism and a strategy to counter the domi-
nance of global powers in the region.29 It intends to “call for inspired leadership 
and a long-  term foreign policy commitment to act as one “Blue Continent.”30

As a narrative, the Blue Pacific places the Pacific Ocean at the center of the 
Pacific island nations’ identities and interconnections. The Pacific Ocean has, in-
deed, the specificity of connecting the Pacific islands and their peoples and is thus 
considered to be “the foundation for collective regional identity and cooperation.”31 
This frame tells stories of empowerment and “large ocean states” and deliberately 
seeks to challenge colonial depictions of the Pacific.32 Former Secretary-  General 
of the PIF, Dame Meg Taylor, explained in 2018 that Pacific island leaders were 
“embracing a narrative of identity, a narrative of our own strengths, rather than 
always giving this sentiment that has been articulated for us, that we are just these 
smatterings of islands in the Pacific and that we are totally incapable of doing 
anything for ourselves.”33 The Blue Pacific narrative brings PICs together under 
the same oceanic identity that allows them to work together as an ocean continent 
to pursue their joint interests in the international arena.34 As a result, they find 
their regional solidarity strengthened and can amplify their voice and influence on 
the global stage as “one middle-  size power.”35
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As a strategy, the Blue Pacific facilitates assertive Pacific diplomacy and em-
powers PICs.36 This means, among other things, resisting the dominance of key 
players in the region. A case in point is the 2013 establishment of the Pacific Is-
lands Development Forum (PIDF), a regional organization that excludes both 
Australia and New Zealand, while it “promotes inclusiveness of state and non- -
state entities in regional discussions.”37 This exclusion is not surprising, as its im-
plementation is an expression of Pacific island nations’ dissatisfaction and disap-
pointment with the prevailing regional order.38 Accordingly, we notice that 
through the PIDF and under the auspices of the Blue Pacific, PICs have taken 
leadership on climate change and other issues important to them.39 The Blue 
Pacific empowers PICs by giving them agency to frame their own narratives, al-
lowing them to assert their sovereignty. It includes their security interests and 
helps them achieve their political objectives.

“Friends to All”

There is a growing perception in the region that Pacific regionalism has not 
delivered.40 Consequently, PICs use alternative regional frameworks to create 
new approaches to the challenges facing them. They are opening the way for closer 
relations with alternative powers, thus curbing Australia’s previously preeminent 
influence.41 Having access to fewer conditional sources of aid means that Pacific 
governments enjoy greater leverage internally as well as internationally.42 As the 
power relation between PICs and their foreign partners evolves, PICs are faced 
with opportunities to influence and affect the regional order, in agreement with 
their interests and objectives, and to balance against Australia.43 This means, 
among other things, deepening diplomatic relationships with China.

To secure the Blue Pacific, PIF leaders “seek genuine partnerships with all ac-
tors who are willing to join [them] along the pathway towards that vision.”44 The 
strategic narrative includes partnerships within the Pacific region and beyond and 
a “friends to all, enemies to none” approach commonly accepted and promoted by 
Forum leaders. Consequently, deepening the relationship between China and 
PICs is perceived as an opportunity and a positive development by most leaders 
in the Pacific. As stated by Dame Meg Taylor, China’s increased actions in the 
region are seen as an occasion to choose from greater options for financing and 
development opportunities.45 Furthermore, China is synonymous with access, 
whether it is to markets, technology, financing, or infrastructure. Consequently, 
Papua New Guinea, Fiji, and Samoa are upgrading their bilateral relations with 
China “to comprehensive strategic partnerships featuring mutual respect and 
common development” and insist on their right to do so.46 This can be partly ex-
plained by the fact that Beijing describes itself as a friend that does not judge its 
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partners and does not seek to interfere in the internal affairs of recipient coun-
tries.47 The Chinese government provides PICs with preferential loans, untied 
aid, and budget support. Presented as a form of “South-  South cooperation” sup-
posedly beneficial for both sides, the “no strings” provisions attached to aid pack-
ages mean that there is no particular governance or political “conditionalities” to 
obtain them.48 Nonetheless, observers have pointed out that Beijing provides 
loans, aid, and assistance with infrastructure projects to governments that recog-
nize China over Taiwan and prefer to expand economic opportunities for Chinese 
companies within states that already recognize Beijing.49 This contradicts the sup-
posed unconditionality of Beijing’s aid packages. Still, PICs demonstrate a clear 
understanding of the challenges arising from China’s interests and approaches in 
the region. They emphasize that the Chinese relationship is solely transactional to 
them. China’s engagement in the Pacific represents an opportunity for PICs, as 
Australia and other regional powers respond competitively to Chinese support by 
pledging unprecedented levels of aid and investment.50

Pacific Island Countries and Australia

Due to historical factors and its geographic location, Australia has long been 
engaged in the South Pacific region. Considering the Pacific as its backyard, Aus-
tralia believes it has a “special responsibility” for the region.51

Canberra has been acknowledged as the regional hegemon as well as the PICs’ 
traditional and indispensable security partner. This translates into being the main 
aid donor of island countries, having strong trade and investment links, and pro-
moting deep security cooperation efforts.52 Additionally, Canberra is extremely 
proactive when it is necessary to provide humanitarian assistance and relief to its 
neighbors.53 In contrast, it is commonly argued that Australia has completely 
misunderstood its place in the region.54 Its engagement is frequently reoriented 
toward the Pacific but also regularly distracted from the region, which leads to 
incoherent and inconsistent policies.55 Unilateral in nature, the relationship be-
tween Australia and its neighbors is driven by Canberra’s own security concerns. 
Australian strategic narratives in the region have been founded on the concepts of 
vulnerability and weakness and the danger of the collapse of the state.56

While Australia’s influence is assured in the medium term, thanks to Canberra’s 
position as a prominent aid donor—it is also waning because most Australian 
policy makers are too slow in acknowledging the changing interests and needs of 
PICs. It is argued that Australia fails to recognize the threat posed by climate 
change in the Pacific because Canberra is motivated by a more traditional security 
approach to the challenges the region faces.57 The Australian approach reflects a 
commitment to preserve and promote the rules-  based international order to con-
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tain China’s growing influence in the region, to fight terrorism and transnational 
organized crime, and to protect its borders from external threats.58 Thus, when 
Australia provides humanitarian assistance and relief to countries affected by 
natural disasters, it is because Canberra fears these countries will become destabi-
lized, potentially leading to increased migratory movements to Australia.59 Aus-
tralia’s tendency to take advantage of Pacific nations to fulfill its own strategic 
interests works to Canberra’s disadvantage as it exacerbates the frustration and 
anger PICs feel toward their partner.60

A Chinese Threat?

The relations between Pacific nations and China seem to challenge Australia’s 
understanding of PICs. Pacific states have proved to be more assertive under the 
auspices of the new Pacific diplomacy, which made Canberra realize the Pacific is 
more independent than it thought. Pacific islands are sovereign agents that can 
pursue the diplomatic relations they want. For Australian policy makers, this also 
means Australia could potentially “lose” the Pacific to China.

Canberra views the PICs’ relations with China unfavorably. Indeed, Australian 
policy makers believe the rise of China will likely lead to a new form of Cold 
War.61 Moreover, Australia is afraid of China’s influence in its backyard as Bei-
jing’s growing role poses a supposed threat and seeks to influence the Pacific to 
suit its own interests. The 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper emphasizes “China’s 
growing influence on the regional and global issues of greatest consequence to our 
security and prosperity.”62 As such, Australia intends to contain China and push 
back its influence in Oceania to remain the regional hegemon.63 Canberra tends 
to imply that the Chinese presence in the Pacific is not solely motivated by eco-
nomic assistance.64 The Australian discourse regarding these relations also frames 
Pacific states as “passive collaborators or victims of a new wave of colonialism,” 
“naïve,” and unable to resist China.65 This type of framing pushes Pacific islands 
to seek out different partners and to balance against regional powers. Caught in 
its own narrative, Canberra is constraining future options in its relationship with 
PICs.

“Stepping Up” in the Pacific

In fear of becoming irrelevant in the Pacific, Australia is seeking to boost its 
engagement in the region.66 A good example of this apparent renewed interest is 
the Pacific Step-  up. Envisioned in 2016 by then Australian Prime Minister Mal-
colm Turnbull as a “step-  change” in relations with Pacific states, it was also a key 
objective of the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper. Announced by former Prime 
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Minister Scott Morrison in late 2018, the Pacific Step-  up was presented as one of 
Australia’s highest foreign policy priorities. Its goal is to cement relations with 
Pacific island states and bind them to Australia while containing China’s influ-
ence.67 In the words of former Prime Minister Morrison, it aims to launch a “new 
chapter in relations with our Pacific family” and to “build a region that is secure 
strategically, stable economically and sovereign politically.”68 Put differently, its 
goal is to “engage with the Pacific with greater intensity and ambition.”69 The 
vocabulary used in documents and discourses that mention the Step-  up features 
a striking claim to inclusiveness. There is no “us” versus “them” anymore but “we” 
and mentions of a “Pacific family” and “enduring partnerships.”70 The strategic 
narrative used here aims to emphasize the similarities between Australia and 
PICs, their historical links, past and present, and the future ahead to try to regain 
the trust of Pacific leaders. Interestingly, climate change is not framed as a com-
mon struggle but as an issue “of greatest concern to them [PICs],”71 highlighting 
continued dichotomies with regards to perceptions of security concerns.

The Step-  up is also said to “respond to and recognise the broad-  ranging chal-
lenges of our region, identified by Pacific leaders and communities themselves, 
including: strengthening climate and disaster resilience; sustained economic 
growth; and support to promote healthy, educated, inclusive population.”72 Cli-
mate change and natural disasters are acknowledged as one of the four long-  term 
challenges of the region. However, the Step-  up does not detail the measures taken 
to support PICs in their fight against climate change. Here lies the biggest issue 
for Australia. Despite being PICs’ preferred partner, Canberra fails to exercise 
leadership on climate change in its diplomatic, aid, or security planning—hence 
in achieving legitimacy for its Step-  up.73 Australia’s passive stance on climate 
change and its production and exportation of coal and gas play a significant role 
in its continued estrangement from PICs.74 Unless Australia changes its climate 
policies, the Step-  up risks being undermined by said policies. One final problem 
with the current operation of the Step-  up is that it completely ignores the new 
Pacific diplomacy and willfully overlooks PICs’ agency and desire to assert their 
own values and concerns under the vision of the Blue Pacific.75 It contributes to 
the perception that the Step-  up was conceived as an external and unilateral initia-
tive “done for or to the Pacific, not with it.”76 If Australia really seeks to counter 
China’s influence, it will likely require a more collaborative approach that posi-
tions Canberra as part of the regional bloc, not outside of it.

Pacific Island Countries and the United States

The American presence in the Pacific region has been limited to Micronesia 
where the United States and Freely Associated States (FAS)—the Republic of 
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the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, and Palau—hold a spe-
cial relationship since the implementation of the Compacts of Free Association.77 
US presence is mostly nonexistent in Melanesia and Polynesia, as Washington 
relies heavily on Australia and New Zealand to promote US interests and provide 
security and aid assistance in these two cultural areas. Yet, as PICs are turning to 
different partners, the United States is reassessing its engagement in the region. It 
has been doing so since 2011 and the Obama administration’s Pivot to Asia. The 
Trump and Biden administrations have also reassessed US commitment under 
the Pacific Pledge and the Indo-  Pacific Strategy, respectively.

The Obama administration’s Pivot to Asia policy showed a renewed interest in 
the Asia-  Pacific region after decades of policy focus and engagement in Europe 
and the Middle East. Although the initiative was motivated by China’s growing 
influence, it raised a lot of expectations in the Pacific. Some efforts were made, 
such as sending then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to the 2012 PIF Post- 
Forum Dialogue—a first.78 Secretary John Kerry met with Pacific Islands leaders 
on several occasions through the United Nations. He also visited the Solomon 
Islands in 2014 following devastating floods in the archipelago. Then President 
Barack Obama also met and exchanged with Pacific Islands leaders at multiple 
international and regional fora.79 Most importantly, he acknowledged the crucial-
ity of the Pacific diplomacy when he met with Pacific leaders in Hawai’i in 2016, 
declaring that “we could not have gotten a Paris Agreement without the incredible 
efforts and hard work of the island nations.”80 Discussions were held on climate 
change and its impacts on PICs, security, and conservation of maritime resources 
during the Obama administration, which provided a sense of understanding of 
PICs’ main challenges. Nevertheless, the United States’ commitment to the Pa-
cific was mostly superficial and eventually failed to deliver.

The Trump administration did not depart from Washington’s newly found at-
tention to the Pacific. It strengthened its engagement in the region through the 
implementation of the Pacific Pledge of the Indo-  Pacific Strategy. In 2019, follow-
ing the 50th PIF meeting, the United States government announced more than 
USD 100 million in new US assistance to the region. A year later, Washington 
announced more than USD 200 million in new funding.81 The Pacific Pledge was 
seen as a positive way for the United States to renew its engagement at the re-
gional level and maintain its influence with PICs. Although the funding was al-
located to several PICs situated in the South Pacific, FAS remained more privi-
leged. The efforts of the Trump administration were thwarted by the government’s 
climate denial and Trump’s decision to withdraw the United States from the Paris 
Agreement as well as his inflammatory remarks on China.
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The Biden administration also recognizes the strategic importance of the Pa-
cific region. Under the Indo-  Pacific Strategy,82 Washington acknowledges the se-
curity risks climate change poses to PICs and seeks to foster a free and open re-
gion, at the same time connected, prosperous, secure, and resilient. To do so, the 
United States aims to upgrade its presence in PICs, notably through increased 
investments in its health, climate, security, and development work, the opening of 
embassies and consulates, and the strengthening of existing ones. Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken’s visit to Fiji in February 2022—a first in 36 years—was 
organized to show the United States cares about the Pacific and is a Pacific na-
tion.83 It should be noted, however, that Washington primarily seeks to advance 
its interests under the Indo-  Pacific Strategy and that it is mainly a tool to counter 
China’s growing influence in the region while cooperating with Beijing in areas 
like climate change and nonproliferation, two important issues for PICs. Further-
more, because the Indo-  Pacific Strategy is designed to encompass both the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans, the strategy only introduces on the surface how the United 
States plans to improve its engagement. Even though this is an Indo-  Pacific 
strategy (emphasis added), there is little explanation on how the United States 
intends to engage more with PICs. If the Biden administration really aspires to 
become a reliable partner, it will have to show a genuine interest in the security 
issues PICs face rather than in the regional security threats that could affect the 
United States.

What is striking in the discourse of these three administrations is the lack of 
consideration for Pacific nations’ interests and values. Indeed, on the one hand, 
Washington’s renewed interest in the Pacific is motivated by China’s rising influ-
ence and the threat Beijing might pose to US interests in the region. As such, the 
United States appears to be more concerned with deepening military cooperation 
with PICs to prevent a Chinese military intrusion in the Pacific. Washington’s use 
of the “China threat in the South Pacific” rhetoric denies the PICs’ agency and 
knowledge of their needs by qualifying their partner as a danger, which is not how 
Pacific Island leaders regard Beijing. On the other hand, tying the PICs to the 
wider Indo-  Pacific region makes them somehow irrelevant while showing a lack 
of understanding of PICs’ specificities. There is a risk that the distinctive norms, 
ideas, and values of Pacific regionalism will be downplayed by framing the Pacific 
and Indian Oceans as a unique strategic system.84 Furthermore, the Indo-  Pacific 
geopolitical construct frames the South Pacific as a theater for great-  power rivalry 
in which PICs are relegated to the role of pawns in a great-  power competition. 
This framing overlooks the work PICs have been doing under the new Pacific 
diplomacy.
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Pacific Island leaders have welcomed American reengagement in the region. It is a 
“new” player they can partner with on different issues, offering them more options in 
terms of diplomatic relations. However, they remain cautious and keep seeing Wash-
ington as an unreliable partner. If the United States wants to become relevant in the 
Pacific, it will have to engage more closely with all Pacific Island states, respect PICs’ 
diplomatic relations and sovereignty, understand the challenges they face, and prove to 
island leaders Washington will remain involved in the region in the long-  term.

Conclusion

This article aimed to demonstrate how PICs use the new Pacific diplomacy to 
promote their autonomy, influence, and conceptualization of security in the Pa-
cific region. It finds that PICs have the capacity to come together as one to push 
their agenda and interests on the regional and global scenes. They strategically 
expanded the security narrative in the Pacific to promote climate change as the 
main security threat. As such, they successfully pushed for the Boe Declaration to 
be signed by all PIF members, without interference in the wording of the final 
communique and the declaration. The Blue Pacific narrative serves as a tool to 
counter-  narrate Pacific regionalism as well as a strategy to counter the dominance 
of key powers in the region. It allows PICs to contest the frames traditionally 
associated with the Pacific and provides them with more agency. The latter is as-
serted through the intensification of their diplomatic relations with powers such 
as China. Furthermore, thanks to the new Pacific diplomacy, Australia is adapting 
its engagement in the Pacific with the implementation of the Pacific Step-  up in 
2018, while the United States is renewing its engagement in the region through 
several policies. However, Canberra and Washington, both focused on a tradi-
tional security narrative, seem to overlook the new Pacific diplomacy and appear 
to bypass PICs’ agency. Indeed, these would-  be hegemons respective policies re-
flect their security concerns, which do not coincide with PICs’ primary security 
issues. Lastly, if the new Pacific diplomacy is a platform for more agency, asser-
tiveness, and influence for Pacific nations, as demonstrated during the negotia-
tions of the Paris Agreement, it appears to lack the required political power to 
strongly influence the policies of powers such as Australia and the United States 
and their understanding of nontraditional security threats in the Pacific. µ
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